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Аннотация
Mick's world is shattered by mind-blowing revelations that will rock him to the core. But will the truth set him free… or utterly destroy him?
Mick's first anniversary of his retirement is spoiled by drastic news: Kilgore is coming. A deadly adversary from Mick's past, he's arrived for a reckoning that push Mick to the very limit… and beyond. At the same time, Mick learns the ultimate truth about himself, a dark secret that will change allies into enemies and cause even his closest friends to doubt him.
With his life in shambles and New Haven in flames, Mick still has to face Kilgore in a final confrontation. The ensuing battle will determine the fate of the entire city… and Mick's as well.


Bard Constantine
The Troubleshooter: Fears in the Rain


After the Cataclysm nearly wiped out humanity, the remnants of mankind survived in Havens: city-sized constructs built to reboot society and usher in a new age of mankind.
However, the new age was not the type that the architects had envisioned. The same greed and lust for power that existed before the Cataclysm had resurfaced, and the Havens quickly became quagmires of political and economic conflict that threatened to destroy the future envisioned by the Haven's founders.
This is the world of Mick Trubble, a man without a past. A man with nothing to lose. But when your luck is down, and no one else can help you, he can. He takes the cases that no one else will touch. The type of trouble that no one else can handle.
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Chapter 1: Trouble-Free

The nonstop rain couldn't drown out the celebration.
Dark water streamed down the windows of the Gaiden nightclub, obscuring the views of jam-packed traffic and neon-lit superstructures. The city that never slept raged on outside the doors, but I didn't pay it any mind as I stepped into the Gaiden's main lounge, decked out in its Eastern-influenced glory.
The nightclub was all pagodas and paper lanterns, dragons and tigers in red and gold, polished teak furnishings, bamboo, and bonsai. The motif was Asian, the atmosphere anything but. It was in downtown New Haven, which meant a melting pot of slick hustlers, gentlemen gangsters, deadly dames, and smooth players, all gathered for a special occasion: the first anniversary of my co-ownership of the Gaiden. One year of laying down my guns and retiring from the game.
One year of being trouble-free.
Fats the Jazz Man jammed on the stage with his band, blowing gritty soul from his trumpet while a chocolate-toned songbird in a tuxedo and pompadour hairdo belted out a tune and slid across the stage as if skating on ice. The air was hazy with spicy gasper smoke, the lights low, the booths private enough for conversation both intimate and professional. A lot of backdoor deals were brokered in the Gaiden, unofficial neutral ground for the numerous factions of business, political, and criminal enterprises in the Haven. But that night, they weren't there for any last-minute transactions or brokered treaties.
They were there for me.
I tilted my Bogart just the way I liked it and waltzed down the stairs into the ballroom, acknowledging greetings and well-wishes with smiles, waves, and nods like I was some kind of war hero. For a guy that spent his life on the run and a step away from cement shoes, I had a lot of folks on hand to wish me well. A large table to my left hosted Moe Flacco, head of New Haven's largest Borgata organization. He nodded in my direction, eyes somber in his bulldog face. His family and closest associates sat there as well: No-Nose Nate, decked out in loud greens and dark blues, grinning while he struck a match off of his gold-plated schnozzle. A handful of top Capos and wise guys lounged contentedly, smoking big cigars and drinking the best hard juice.
Electra rose from her chair next to No-Nose, sidling over to throw her arms around my neck. "Happy anniversary, Mick," she purred into my ear. Her eyes glinted with mischief as her fingernail traced a line across my neck like a knife slash. She wore fashionable black as usual, a sinewy skirt and lacey blouse that played peekaboo with her creamy skin. The dark ensemble seemed to be an excuse to dye her bobbed hair fiery red, a color that matched her pouty lips.
"I didn't think you'd make it this long," she said with a playful smile.
"One year as co-owner of the Gaiden? A walk in the park, sweetheart."
"No, not that. I didn't think you'd last a year without killing someone. More's the pity, I guess." Pulling my head downward, she planted her lips against my neck like a vampire. Instead of draining my blood, she left a lipstick tattoo of her kiss on my skin before sashaying back to her seat with a devious smile. I knew better than to wipe it away.
I strolled across the room, where the opposite side of the law had a place to themselves. Captain Flask sat there, straight-faced as usual with my ex-girlfriend Angel on his arm. I didn't hold it against them, though. Far as I knew, Flask was one of the few honest coppers in New Haven, and while I had a complicated relationship with the brass, he was all right with me. Ditto for Angel, who still smiled when she saw me. That's about all a man can ask for from an ex: a smile and a kind word to show she doesn't hate your guts.
Before I got to them, a hand on my arm stopped me. Commissioner Kennedy motioned for me to take the seat beside her. I obliged with a grin.
"Haven't heard much from you in a while, Commissioner. I thought you'd forgotten all about little ol' me."
"The man that established balance to the world's most dangerous Haven? Hardly, Mr. Trubble." Dark haired and stately, she gave me a mysterious smile. "You've proven yourself quite instrumental when left to your own devices. So that's what I did — backed away and let the chips fall as they would. Fortunately, that ended up being a wise decision."
I laughed. "You make it seem like I'm the Don of New Haven, Commissioner. I just got into a few scrapes and managed to haul my keister outta the fire. Don't know anything about 'establishing balance' or any of the other bunk that people attribute to my exaggerated reputation."
She sipped a martini with a raised eyebrow. "Taking out Mafia organizations, tearing the HSSC out by the roots, and saving the entire Haven from destruction—hmm. I'd say that reputation is earned and then some."
I opened my mouth, but my reply was cut off by a call from the stage. Fats the Jazz Man's teeth flashed in a megawatt grin from his place behind the large retro-styled microphone. "Ladies and gentlemen, thank you for showing up for our first-year celebration of this joint venture. Most of you have known me a while: jazzing up slummy joints for years before playing at some of the swankiest clubs in town. I always dreamed of owning my own juke joint but never thought it would be possible. Not until I made a proposition to my man Mick Trubble. You all know who he is. Come on up and say a few words, Mick — come on!"
The patrons cheered and raised drinks as Fats coaxed me into joining him on the stage. I looked at the gathered crowd of friends, allies, frenemies, and folks just there for the drink specials and celebration. Fats patted me on the back, motioning to the mic. I stepped in front, blinking in the harsh gaze of the white lights with butterflies in my belly and a hesitant grin on my face.
"Feels kinda good, I gotta admit."
More cheers and applause. I warmed up, feeling the nervousness drain from my system.
"Listen, I'm not one for speeches. I never thought I'd be able to walk away from the Troubleshooter business. Didn't think I was cut out for anything else. But all credit goes to Fats for making the proposition. This place is a special kinda joint. I'm glad to have a part in continuing to make it what it is. I feel at home here. I feel at home with all of you who took the time to come out here and celebrate. So, let's drink our worries away, dance if you got the moves — or if you don't, who's to judge? And let's appreciate the moment, ladies and gents. They don't come too often and don't last forever. Thanks, from the bottom of my heart. I mean that."
I raised my arms to the thunder of applause. Fats clapped me on the shoulders, voice gravelly in my ears. "Ya done good, kid. Ya done real good."
* * *
After that, it was all music and celebration. Fats the Jazz Man put on a show, jamming with a full band until night gave way to early morning. The time blurred as I laughed and slapped backs, tossed back drink after drink, and cut a few rugs with lovely ladies on the dance floor, jitterbugging in inebriated fashion and too shameless to care. I chatted with friends old and new, accepted gifts, and overall had the best time of my life. In between trips to the bar and restroom, I stopped to chin it up with whatever familiar face passed my way. I didn't even think twice when the holoband on my wrist buzzed with an incoming call. I accepted it without even checking.
"Poddar, you better quit stalling and get your keister in gear. The party's almost over."
"Hello, Mick."
My smile faded at the sound of Hunter Valentino's voice. I glared down at the screen, where his bemused profile was displayed. "Hunter. I thought we agreed to cut ties last time we spoke."
"I believe it was something else entirely. You told me to keep you out of my plans and threatened to kill me. I agreed to nothing."
"Why the call now? If it's to ask me to help you out with something, nix that thought."
"Why the hostility, Mick? I called to offer my congratulations. It's been a year of success for both of us. That's definitely worth celebrating."
"Congrats accepted. Now if you don't mind, I got folks to attend to. People I actually care about."
Hunter's smile was mocking. "Do you, Mick? Do you really care about anyone?"
I frowned. "Time's up, Hunter. Have a nice life."
Ending the call did nothing for the unsettling feeling in my stomach. Hunter always gave me the creeps, and that was before he started acting like a human being. Stopping at the automated bar service, I nodded to the android behind the counter. "The regular."
"One Bulleit Neat coming right up, Mr. Trubble."
I turned to Ms. Kilby, who sat by herself on a barstool. "Cheer up, sweetheart. It's a party, not a funeral."
She didn't crack a smile. "Hello, Mick."
"How are things in your Troubleshooter business? Been missing me like crazy?"
"It's been profitable, which is a change from before."
"Ouch. Speaking of the biz, where the hell have you hidden Poddar? I can't believe he'd miss this jamboree by choice."
Her gaze dropped to the half-finished drink in her cocktail glass. "I'm afraid Poddar has been AWOL for the last couple of months."
I stopped with my glass half-raised. "Whaddya mean, AWOL? You mean he just disappeared, and you didn't even think to tell me?"
"He wasn't captured or kidnapped, Mick. It was a choice. We had a difference of opinion, and he struck out on his own."
I lit a gasper and puffed in frustration. "Must've been one helluva difference of opinion, Kilby. When was the last time you heard from him?"
"Around two months ago, as I said."
"So you don't even know if he's even alive? This city ain't exactly known for being crime-free, you know. Anything could have happened to him. Do you even care?"
Her eyes flashed angrily over the rim of her glass. "Of course I care. Believe it or not, you're not the only person in this town with skills, Mick. You said you were retired, so I left you out of it. Don't worry; I'm on the case."
I coughed into my hand, smashing the gasper into a nearby ashtray. "Hold that thought." My eyes narrowed as I focused on a booth in the corner. A lone man was strategically positioned, watching the proceedings as inconspicuously as possible, but his bland haircut and cheap suit marked him immediately.
A tight smile spread across my face. "Guess when you invite all your friends, you can expect an enemy to show up too."
Kilby followed my gaze. "Never seen him before. Someone you know?"
"No recollection, but I recognize an HSSC agent when I see one."
The operative noticed my stare and raised his glass in salute, a small smile on his face. I returned the gesture before downing the bourbon in a single swallow.
Kilby watched the exchange with her usual air of calm. "Are you expecting trouble? I'd like to know so I can exit before the shooting starts."
I shook my head. "He wouldn't be sitting in plain sight if he was here to kill me. I'll check up on him later."
She tilted her head. "That's it?"
"That's it."
"You haven't changed at all, have you?"
"Never claimed to, Kilby. Just not shooting trouble anymore, is all."
"We'll see how long that lasts. Enjoy your celebration, Mick. You deserve it. We'll chat later."
She sauntered away, losing herself in the crowd. I tapped the counter for a reload, mind already working — just like she knew it would. Poddar wouldn't just vanish unless he was on to something big. Which meant something dangerous. I could only imagine—
"Hello, Mick."
I turned at the sound of Natasha's voice. She was effortlessly irresistible with her raven locks in a casual updo, dark eyes large and luminous, dressed in a sleek turquoise dress with an open back. As usual, the sight of her brought an involuntary smile to my face. I used to imagine I'd settle down with Natasha and let her make a good man outta me, but we both knew that was just a dream. She did the smart thing and broke away before the destructive whirlpool of my life pulled her down.
The smile died on my lips when I clapped eyes on the young man standing behind her. Tall and slim, with dark hair just disheveled enough to be stylish, dressed neatly in a tailored suit. I kinda hated him on sight.
Leaning back, I propped my elbows on the counter. "You're a breath of fresh air as usual, Natasha. Who's the kid you're towing around?"
He smiled as if missing the insult, thrusting out a hand for me to shake. "Hello, Mr. Trubble. I'm Matthew Finn. Natasha's told me so much about you."
I reluctantly shook his hand, surprised by his firm grip. "Matt Finn, is it? Name sounds familiar for some reason."
Natasha's proud smile nearly broke my heart. "Matthew is the new Councilman for District 66."
"Oh, yeah — the worst district in the city. You got a lotta work to do, councilman. The West Docks ain't exactly a place that responds to change. You don't clean things up — they clean you up. Like up outta a window and into the river."
He brushed off the notion of imminent death with a charmer's smile. "Nothing's achieved with risk and hard work, Mr. Trubble."
"It's Mick. I'm sure those kinds of sound bites look good on billboards and commercials. I saw one of your ads. 'Don't believe the hype,' something like that?"
"Don't believe the lies," he said, face as earnest as humanly possible. "We're at the heart of a movement in New Haven. Unearthing the truth by erasing the lies one by one."
I squinted, trying to keep the irritation out of my voice. "Yeah? What truth is that?"
"The reality about the Outside, of course. The residents of this Haven have been fed fabrications about life outside the boundaries, led to believe that fallout from the Cataclysm still poisons the air and land. Nothing could be further from the truth. Numerous outsiders smuggled into New Haven have brought indisputable facts: pictures, live recordings, data streams — all indicating that life outside this Haven not only exists, but it's thriving. While we're imprisoned here, reality passes us by and no one is the wiser. I'm sponsoring a Wake-Up rally the day after tomorrow, at midnight. You should come. We plan to expose a lot of the truths we've learned."
I cut a glance at Natasha. "Give me a minute with the kid, will ya?"
She eyed me suspiciously. "Why?"
"Man talk. Relax, I won't break his kneecaps just yet."
"Fine. Just be on your best behavior, Mick."
"I always am." I waited until she rolled her eyes and walked away before turning to Matt and stabbing a finger into his chest. "Listen, bud — you're poking your nose into business that will blow up right in your face. You wanna go that route — up to you. But keep Natasha out of it. She's already gone through too much to see someone else she cares about ending up with a case of the New Haven Blues."
He took my tirade with bemused calm. "So, it is true. I had my doubts when Natasha first told me, but she always said you knew all about it firsthand."
I paused in mid-retort. "Wait — Natasha told you?"
"That's right. It was the main reason she joined the Academy — to work at uncovering the truth. Now she's digging into the disappearance of your former partner."
"The Academy — as in the police? You're telling me that Natasha is wearing a shield? Don't make me laugh, kid."
"Just graduated, actually," he said. "A lot has changed since you retired, Mr. Trubble. I don't really approve of Natasha's choice of employment, but I can't tell her that without sounding chauvinistic if you know what I mean."
"I don't." My head throbbed as I tried to digest the new information. "And I don't care whether she's flashing a badge or not — she's not ready for something like whatever's happened to Poddar. She should have called me as soon as she heard."
"That's exactly what I told her."
I scrubbed a hand across my chin. "Maybe I misjudged you a bit, Matt. Tell ya what — you keep a close eye on Natasha like you've been doing. Anything dangerous comes up, you give me a ring. She doesn't know what she's getting into. People have died to keep this Haven's secrets intact. You both are safer calling this whole thing off."
He stared at me uncomprehendingly. "We can't. It's a movement, like I said. The truth is coming out whether people like it or not. And it's not just this Haven, either. My people have recovered video feed of a general claiming that he was screwed over in the Red War, sworn to secrecy to cover up what really—"
I glanced over his shoulder, spotting a familiar figure in the crimson-lit hallway. "This ain't over, kid. Keep Natasha outta harm's way if you know what's good for you. And if you remember anything, remember to call me when it all goes south on you. And it will — trust me."
"Where are you going?"
"To see one of the few folks in here with a face prettier than yours." I brushed past him and strode into the hallway, where Selene waited for me.
She leaned casually against the floral-patterned wallpaper, dressed in classy chic from her stiletto boots to the fashionable veiled pillbox hat atop her frosted blond hair. Sparkling jewels adorned her blazer shoulders and the gloved hand holding a grappa glass filled with brown liquor.
Her emerald irises locked onto my face. "Mick. Nice to see you again."
"Thanks for showing up, Selene. To what do I owe the pleasure?"
"Congratulations, of course. A year of peace in New Haven. Who would have thought it would be possible?"
I laughed it off. "Why does everyone think I got something to do with any of that? I just mind my own business and try to live a quiet life."
"To a quiet life. For the short while it lasts." She lifted her drink.
"I'm afraid I'm a drink shy, sweetheart."
"Don't worry — I've got plenty." She raised the glass to her rosebud lips and sipped before passing it to me.
I raised it in salute. "To minding my own business." I downed the contents — and nearly died from the savage afterburn. Coughing and rubbing my throat, I glared at her amused expression. "What the hell kind of drink is that — rat poison?"
"Crippler," she said with a sly smile. "A little Stroh Jagertee, rye whiskey, rhum agricole, mezcal, yellow Chartreuse, and some bitters. It's an acquired taste."
I roughly cleared my throat. "I'd say. Why don't you just toss in some shotgun pellets while you're at it?"
"I thought you liked your drinks strong. Especially since it's the last one we'll share together."
I smirked. "Why, are you going somewhere? Or am I going somewhere?" I squinted at the remains of the drink. "This is poison, isn't it?"
She laughed, shaking her head. "I'm going to miss you, Mick."
I studied her expression, realizing she was serious. "You're leaving New Haven? Why?"
"Because New Haven is finished. It was an interesting experiment, but like all simulations, it's come to its end. The Destroyer is on his way, Mick. And once he's here, everything about this Haven will change. I hate to break it to you on your big night, but I know you prefer it neat."
I rubbed my throbbing temples. "What in the world are you talking about? The Destroyer? What is he — some gonzo threat like the New Man? I don't have the patience for these kinds of games anymore. Who is this guy, and how come he's got you all shook like this?
"His name is Kilgore." She paused, searching my face as if looking for a reaction. "He's a nihilist, wreaking havoc and leaving a trail of bodies from Mars to Earth, all in the name of a personal vendetta. He's coming for the god code, and that means he's coming for you."
I kept my expression as neutral as possible. "Then he's coming for nothing because I don't know anything about any god code."
"Of course you don't." She gave my cheek an affectionate pat. "Keep that bravado intact, Mick. Maybe it will keep you alive when the end comes. Maybe it's what's kept you alive this entire time."
"What's with all the gloom and doom, Selene? You're as tough as they come, and I can't believe this Kilgore character is bad enough to force you to abandon New Haven."
"That's because you don't know what I know, Mick."
"Then tell me."
"What happens when an unstoppable force meets an immovable object?"
"A paradox. Neither one exists."
"Or one has to give way to the other. And if that's the case, the results would be catastrophic. I don't want to be around for the fallout."
"And this Kilgore — is he supposed to be the unstoppable force? What's the immovable object in your little analogy?"
She tilted her head, studying me. "Why don't you come with me? I'll fill you in on all the details."
"You mean just pack it in and leave New Haven, just like that?"
"Why not? You're a valuable asset, and there's nothing here for you, Mick. There never was. Whatever you were meant to do, you've done it. Time to move on. Time to face the real world."
"No, thanks."
She tilted her head. "You're afraid, aren't you? Afraid of what's beyond the barrier. Like a prisoner acclimated to his cell, you've adapted to existence in this environment of smoke and mirrors."
"Maybe I have. I know who I was, Selene. The things I did before I came here. I'm never going back to that."
Her expression saddened. "You won't have a choice. So long as you stick to being Mick Trubble, you'll always be incomplete. And you will need to be whole if you want to survive. It's the only way you'll have a fighting chance."
I folded my arms. "I guess we'll see."
"I won't. Nincs drágább az idönél, as they say in my homeland."
"And that means…?"
"Time is fleeting. Enjoy your night, Mick Trubble. Celebrate, drink, and make love to your little wildcat before your world goes up in flames. I'm leaving my departure position where you can find it. You have twenty-four hours to take me up on my offer. After that, no one will be able to save you from what's coming."
She turned and strode away, shadowed by two leather-clad bodyguards I hadn't noticed earlier. A few quick steps and she was gone, leaving only the scent of her perfume to confirm she'd been there at all.
Glancing at the bottom of the glass, I saw the position point she mentioned. A speck small enough to stick to the center of my fingerprint turned out to be a GPS microchip. Swiping it across my holoband downloaded the info, not that I'd ever use it. Just because Selene lost her mind didn't mean I had to join the party.
Ben the Bear's voice spoke from behind me. "Hey, Mick."
"What's up, Benny?"
"Got some mook thinks he can gab with you."
I turned around and groaned. Ben the Bear took up most of the hallway with his massive girth, but right behind him was the HSSC agent, studying me with sharp eyes.
Benny gave me a questioning look. "You want I should show this lug the door?"
"Not yet, Benny. You go ahead and catch a spin with one of the lookers over there. I'll handle this."
"You sure?"
"Yeah. I'll signal if I need ya."
"I'll keep an eye out." He gave the agent a warning look before stalking off.
The agent didn't seem impressed. He turned in my direction with the bland expression of an insurance salesman. "My name is Special Agent Kessler. I'm here to—"
I cut in with a dismissive hand wave. "Look, Mack — I'm a little busy right now. Trying to celebrate, in case you haven't noticed."
"I have noticed. That and other things."
"I'm sure you have. That's what you spooks do, right? Spy, infiltrate, and assassinate. I'm surprised you're even willing to show your face. Where's your backup? You guys are like cockroaches — if you see one, there's gotta be a whole nest hiding around."
A smile tugged the corner of Kessler's mouth. "That's quite the opinion, Trudo. Especially since you're one of us."
"Was one of you, Kessler — as in formerly. Didn't you guys get the memo? I abandoned my mission around the same time I abandoned my past. You can consider Agent Mike Trudo dead and buried. Sorry you made a trip for biscuits, but I got nothing you want. If the HSSC keeps sending agents to kill me, then I guess I'll keep feeding them to the fishes in the West River. I'd have thought ol' Lynch would've gotten the message by now."
Kessler blinked multiple times as though rapidly assessing the information. "I'm not here to kill you, Agent Trudo."
"It's Mick. Or Mr. Trubble if you wanna get all formal. And I figured out you weren't an assassin when I first clapped eyes on you. So, what is it that you want?"
"I'm here to assist you in completing your mission."
My eyes widened so much they practically exploded from the sockets. "Did you even hear what I just said?"
"Of course I did. You're no longer an agent; you're no longer on assignment. I understand what you're saying, but I disagree with your assessment."
I seriously thought about punching Kessler in the face right then and there. The only thing that stopped me was what I knew about the HSSC. If they sent Kessler in solo, it was because he was a capable agent. Which meant that even though he appeared the bookish type that would have a rough time hauling the garbage out to the dumpster, he was probably highly skilled in both armed and hand-to-hand combat. I'd probably break a sweat taking him out, and I didn't wanna ruin my glad rags.
I settled for giving him a murderous glare. "Whaddya mean, you disagree? You've been in New Haven for all of a few hours, and you suddenly know everything about me — is that it?"
"I've been in New Haven for a few weeks, Mick. Long enough to gauge the parameters of your assignment. It was never an easy one. In fact, one might argue it was a suicide mission given to an unstable agent as a last resort to eliminating him. Dr. Faraday is a dangerous, highly elusive, cunning target. As the mastermind behind this Haven, infiltration has proved to be impossible until you arrived. You managed to establish yourself as a known and trusted resident, corner the criminal elements, and maintain a relationship with law enforcement, essentially robbing Faraday of his resources and giving him limited space to operate and conceal himself. I feel that with enough pressure, we can flush him out. That's what I'm offering to do."
I lit a gasper and chuckled around the smoke. "Hate to break it you, but Faraday is dead. Saw it myself. Wasn't pretty, but being physically yanked through laser bars usually isn't. I thought Newman would have passed that info forward before he died, but it looks like the HSSC isn't the efficient machine it was when I worked for it. Regardless, it's like I said — you came all this way for nothing, pal."
Kessler didn't even blink. "Faraday isn't dead, Mick. The fact that this Haven still operates on the level it does is proof of that. If you saw him 'die,' it was a clever illusion to keep you from finding him."
I paused, recalling the moment I ran into the prison wing — the sound of his screams, the smoldering skull in the New Man's hand. Did I actually see him die?
Kessler gave me a knowing nod. "Your mission isn't complete, Mick. I can help you, but we're running out of time."
"Lemme guess — the Destroyer is coming."
"What?"
"Kilgore. He's on the way to destroy the Haven and recover the god code."
"How do you know that?"
"I got my ways. But here's the deal, spook. Are you listening?"
"Yes."
"Good. Because I don't give a damn about any mission. I don't give a damn about Kilgore or his agenda. And I don't give a damn about you, Agent Kessler. That clear enough for you?"
"The Yesteryear."
I choked on cigarette smoke. "What?"
"That's the name of the hotel I’m staying at. Not too far from here. You can find me there when you need answers to your questions."
"That's not gonna happen."
He gave me a knowing smile before turning and heading for the exit. Ben the Bear appeared a few seconds later, glaring in that direction.
"You want me to put some of the boys on his tail?"
"No need, Benny. I know exactly where he'll be. Come on, let's get our mitts on some hard juice. It's a celebration, remember?
* * *
I tried to get back into the spirit of things, but the festivity felt hollow and washed-out in the wake of what I'd been told: Poddar missing, Natalie investigating, Kilgore coming, the HSSC still wanting to get their hooks in me. I went through the motions, a frozen smile on my face, laughing at jokes, taking in congratulations. But I was grateful when my guests finally melted away, bringing the celebration to a close. I sat on the stage, smoking a gasper as Fats the Jazz Man packed up his gear.
"Tell me something, Fats."
"Shoot."
"You surprised that I was able to walk away?"
He raised an eyebrow. "From what?"
"You know — from the life. From troubleshooting."
He broke out in a raspy laugh, shoulders shaking in mirth. "Hell, Mick — you ain't walked away from nothing."
"Whaddya mean? I cut ties with Kilby, retired from the game. Took up running this place with you, Fats. How's that not walking away?"
The humor faded from his face as he looked at me with an almost wary gaze. "You want me to shoot straight with you or tickle your ears?"
"You know I like it neat, Fats."
"Okay, here's my honest opinion: I think you're fooling yourself, Mick."
I exhaled a cloud of smoke toward the ceiling. "Yeah? How's that?"
"You claim you walked away from the game when in reality, you got this city under your thumb. Folks don't come through here like clockwork for the drinks or even the jazz, even though I'm damn good. They come through to pay their respects. The moves you made put you on the top of the food chain, my man. This whole retirement thing? Everyone's treating it as wink-wink. Just playing along with what you say. You're the unofficial Boss of New Haven, and any yutz with half a brain cell knows it. Everyone but you, I guess."
"The Boss of New Haven?" I barked a laugh that quickly turned into a choking fit. I coughed so long that Fats stood up in alarm, but I waved him off. When the fit finally subsided, I dabbed my mouth with a napkin, barely glancing at the red stains on the fabric.
Noting Fat's concerned expression, I shook my head. "Not feeling sorry for me, are you?"
"You? No way, brother. Figure it'll take more than a mean cough to take you out. 'Sides, this place will fall apart without you around."
A wry grin slid across my face. "That's how it is?"
"That's how it is, Mick. Listen — I appreciate everything you've done for this place. A lot of people do. It takes a bad man to put bad men in their place, and you got everyone tiptoeing around you right now, from the bangers on the streets to Moe Flacco himself. No one wants to cross you, and I don’t blame them. Take it as a compliment, Mick. This city is quiet because of you."
"I guess. But nothing lasts forever, Fats."
"Ain't that the truth. Better enjoy while you can, brother."
I smelled the scent of nightshade before Electra draped her arms around my shoulders. "Mind if I borrow him for a while, Fats?"
He grinned like a Cheshire cat. "He's all yours, miss."
She led me across the abandoned ballroom floor, trampling confetti and kicking metallic-colored balloons out of our path as we made our way upstairs.
"Tell me something, Electra."
"What is it?"
"Why are you with me?"
She leaned her head against my shoulder. "That's easy. Because for the longest time, I was the most dangerous person I knew. And then I met you."
"You think I’m dangerous?"
"You're with me, aren't you?"
"Touché."
She looked up at me. "What's with the soul-searching, Mick? You seem unfocused tonight."
I sighed. "Hate to drop this on you, but I think our quiet days are coming to an end."
Her eyes glimmered. "It's about damn time."
"What?"
"Don't play around, Mick. Peace never lasts, and besides — it's boring. People like us aren't meant to live quiet lives. Whatever's coming, we can handle it."
"It's gonna be bad this time, sweetheart. I can feel it."
We stopped at the door of my suite. She pushed it open. "Is it happening tonight?"
I shook my head. "Not tonight."
"Then don't worry about it. Focus on the moment. Focus on us."
"Gonna be awful hard to do, Electra."
She grinned, white teeth sinking into her ruby-red bottom lip. "I think I can do something about that." With a smoky laugh, she pulled me inside. And just as quickly, my worries faded away as my mind focused on more pleasant activities.

Chapter 2: Double Up

Natalie had an angel's face and devilish eyes. Brushing back a strand of blond hair back from her face, she smiled. "You're going on assignment, Mike."
I stepped up to the tabletop, which doubled as a field mission screen that displayed surveillance feed and photos along with related files. "You mean we're going."
"Not this time. Deacon wants you solo for this one. Infiltrate, report, and wait for instructions."
I gave her a quizzical glance. "Why me?"
"You have a history with the target." She shuffled some of the photos, flicking them aside until exposing the one she wanted. Her eyes met mine. "You and Maxine got close at one time, didn't you?"
My entire body stiffened when I looked at the snapshot. Maxine Winters. It had to be her. All the time and effort I'd put into forgetting about our time in the Academy amounted to nothing, destroyed by a single glance at her photograph. She looked the same: slim-faced with dark hair, somber eyes, and bow-shaped lips.
Natalie's tone was so casual that if I didn't know any better, I'd swear she didn't care. But I did know better, so I kept my face expressionless and my voice neutral when I responded.
"We were on the same squad in the Academy. Worked well together, made a good team. Haven't thought about her since we graduated. What's she been doing?"
"Collaborating with the enemy, or so we suspect."
I blinked. "What?"
* * *
I woke up disoriented, unsure of who or where I was. I'd been prone to memories slipping into my dreams, flashes of times before New Haven when I was the worst kind of man: an HSSC agent working hand-in-hand with Natalie, the worst kind of woman. I always woke up from those dreams with my heart pounding as if I'd run a marathon, my body drenched in flop sweat.
It took a few seconds to recognize my surroundings. Once a shameless luxe suite with all the lavish trimmings, I stripped it down to perfectly minimal style and furnishings with more bed than anything else: massive mattress on a low foundation against a cushioned headboard that stretched to the ceiling. The rest of the room was polished hardwood floors and furniture of steel and oak.
When I sat up, my wrist snagged, pulling my arm back. Looking down, I saw the handcuff securing me to the rung on the headboard. I grinned at Electra's parting gift, reaching for the key under the mattress. Her scent was still on the sheets, but she disappeared with the sunrise. No surprise there—no promises, no expectations was our agreement. When I freed myself, I caught the blinking message on the holoband around my wrist.
IT'S PODDAR. WE NEED TO MEET
A positioning point accompanied the note. I stared at the pulsing characters for a long time, knowing what they meant for me, but at the same time knowing exactly what I was gonna do. Maybe it was like everyone said: I was fooling myself if I thought I could just ride off into the sunset. Happy endings didn't exist for guys like me. Karma just didn't work that way.
I spoke into my holoband. "Gonna need a lift up front, Max."
"On my way, Mr. Trubble."
Dressing quickly, I slung my flogger on and snatched up my Bogart, tilting it on my head just the way I liked it before stepping into the private lift. It smoothly dropped to the vacant front office. After scanning the zones for evil eyes, I stepped outside into the familiar clamor and smog of New Haven.
The Gaiden was surrounded by the Downtown metropolis: megastructures towering high enough to create their own weather. The crisscrossing bridges created a latticework that cast web-like shadows across the surface of the streets far below. The air was a foul gray color, humid despite the drizzle that felt more like sweat than anything else.
I lit a gasper and listened to the morning bustle: skimmers whipped by on the streets, soundless on hover repulsors, and wheelers nearly as quiet, fusion motors humming as they passed. Air traffic streaked by overhead: sleek metallic insects flitted from one location to another while airbuses and zeppelins drifted along like flying whales. Sunlight was scarce, peeking through the rare gaps between buildings. Artificial light made up for the lack — hovering orb lamps, streetlights, and holographic billboards that brazenly displayed every sort of advertisement in eye-searing clarity. One of them flashed a message in big, bold red letters.
WA
KE
UP
Don't believe the lies.
Know your power.
Vote for truth.
Vote Matthew Finn for Mayor.

I grinned, shaking my head as Maxine pulled up to the curb, beaded water drops sliding down her alloyed curves. Beetle-black paint, long hood, sweeping fenders that nearly hid the tires, and a massive, shield-shaped front grille of gleaming chrome. A lotta people would kill for a ride that that. I knew because I did.
The name came from an old flame, someone I'd only recently rediscovered through memory flashbacks. When I christened the ride, I didn't have a clue where the name came from. Since the recollection, I felt a little guilty about calling a car after a dame I was in love with. I didn't change it, though. You can only name an inanimate object once: rules of the game.
When I slid into the front seat, the suicide doors hissed shut, sealing me in as the seat and climate controls automatically adjusted, and the positioning point synched from my holoband to Maxine's GPS. The location appeared on the heads-up display.
I glanced at the destination. "Huh. The Gardens."
I leaned back, letting Maxine handle the route in autodrive mode. The last time I'd been in the Gardens was on a missing child case: Mamie Mannering, who had been kidnapped by an insane Defrost called the Pan, who tried to use the blood of children to achieve eternal youth. A pretty dismal scenario, but at least I got to Mamie in time. Hopefully she'd be able to overcome the trauma of the experience, but I knew more than most folks that childhood scars brand you for the rest of your life.
With Max driving smooth as a dream, it was easy to drift into semi-consciousness, floating backward across the stream of time to the haunted days of my youth. The memories were newfound, released from amnesiac captivity in the months since retiring. Back then, I was one of the countless abandoned children, scratching for survival in the unforgiving streets of Chicago, feral as a wildcat, driven purely by my immediate needs. Deacon found me in that state, pulled me into the HSSC's Youth Program, where I found instant companionship with an equally damaged girl named Natalie. And from that moment onward, everything changed. Not for the better, but on the darkest path a person could travel. Decades of undercover work, betrayals, assassinations, and torture, expertly manipulated and dominated by Natalie at all turns. And in the end, I sobbed in front of a brilliant fugitive, begging for him to take the pain away. Take the memories away.
Which was precisely what he did.
"We have arrived, Mr. Trubble."
I exited the wheeler and walked across the busted sidewalk into the Gardens, passing through a rusted iron gate marked Kensington Way. My shoes clomped on the cobbled path, creating ghostly echoes across the fog-enshrouded swath of overgrown weeds, vines, and tangled brush. Pitted statues of once-important people materialized like ghosts; faces cracked, limbs crumbling. The sunlight barely made an impact through the misty rain and cloud cover, casting illumination like a bad dream.
I paused, half-turning. "You can come on out, Poddar."
He stepped from behind a weeping willow tree, pistol in hand, aimed at me. His dark eyes smoldered with anger I'd never seen before. "How did you know?"
"Can't wear aftershave if you're gonna be tailing folks. Now, why don't you lose the gun and tell me what this is all about?"
He stepped closer, looking at me as if I was a stranger. "Is it true, Mick?"
"That's a pretty vague question."
He jabbed the gun in my direction. "Is it true? Are you HSSC?"
"You already know I was. And you should know that I'm not anymore. What's changed?"
His eyes darted around, searching the fog. "You tell me. I've been doing some investigating — about this place, this so-called Haven. I've always known something was off about it. It's all a façade, a city of lies. I've been gathering evidence, trying to get a handle on what's really going on. And you know what I found out?"
"That you don't know what the hell you're doing?"
He glared. "No. That everything always leads to you."
My mouth tightened. "All right, Poddar. I'm sick of the gun. You wanna talk, let's talk. I'm not the enemy here."
He stepped closer; pistol still aimed at my face. "You sure about that, Mick? Because I don't think you have a clue who the enemy is."
My hand darted out, sweeping his gun aside. My next move was to disarm him, but that didn't work out the way I envisioned. Rotating in the direction of the motion, Poddar pivoted, kicked my legs out, and somehow pinned me to the ground with one arm wrenched behind my back. It wasn't exactly my most triumphant moment. To add insult to injury, I fell into one helluva coughing fit, hacking and choking like a lung was gonna come up.
Poddar twisted harder. "Think I'm gonna fall for that old trick? Think again."
Finally getting my cough under control, I craned my neck to give him a heated stare, the only weapon I had at the moment. "What the hell, Poddar? You're getting my rags all dirty. This ain't you, man. Take a breath and think for a minute. You think I'm some kind of criminal mastermind? Do you have any idea how crazy you sound right now?"
"Not you," he hissed. "It's your partner that's pulling all the strings. Admit it!"
"My partner?" My teeth gritted from the pain of having my arm nearly pulled from the socket. "Ben the Bear? He's just a gopher — does work for me. You're higher than a zeppelin if you think he's running things."
"Not him. Your other partner. The hidden one. Hunter Valentino."
"Hunter? He's the exact opposite of my partner. I told him I'd kill him the last time we were face-to-face. Gimme a break here, Poddar. The enemy of my enemy is my friend, remember?"
He eased up on the arm, taking his body weight off it. I showed my gratitude by deciding not to shoot him in the face. Turning over, I sat up, flexed my sore shoulder, and tried to brush mud and dead leaves from my flogger.
"Great. Just great, Poddar — look at what you did. If I didn't consider you a friend, I'd put you in the ground for principle's sake. Why didn't you just pay me a visit if you had questions? We could have been sitting in the Gaiden drinking bourbon right now instead of wrestling in the mud like little kids."
"I wasn't in the mud," he pointed out. "And I didn't come to see you because I don't know if I can trust you anymore." He took another paranoid look around. "Ever since I've narrowed things down to Hunter, he's been trying to kill me."
I coughed into my crimson-stained hankie. "I'm sure he was. That's what psychotic synoids do if they perceive a threat: eliminate it."
He offered me a hand, helping me to my feet. "What's with the cough?"
"Something new I'm trying out. Apparently, multiple sessions of accelerated healing enzymes don't do the organs any favors."
He gave me a look of cautious empathy. "How much damage?"
"Not enough to kill me. Not quickly, anyway. The doc said I wouldn't live through another session of healing accelerants. Never should have trusted Hunter when he kept getting me to drink the stuff. The cure was worse than the problem."
"The problem was dying, last time I checked. If you didn't have the nanomachines in your system, you'd have died when your girlfriend filled you with lead."
"Ex-girlfriend. Doesn’t matter, though — it's Hunter's fault. Can't trust a synoid, especially an independent assassin model with malfunctioning protocols."
Why do you keep calling him a synoid, Mick?"
"Why wouldn't I? That's what he is, Poddar."
"That's not what I heard at all."
"Izzat right? Well, why doncha enlighten me, seeing how you're such a slick investigator and all."
He gave me a cross glance before answering. "I haven't found too many eyewitnesses. The way I hear it, that's because he kills everyone who sees his face. But I've run down a few people that claim to have seen him."
I lit a gasper and exhaled smoke into the drizzle. "Yeah?"
"Yes. Even then, they can't say much. Only glimpses. His face stays shadowed or masked with a scarf covering it. But they all say his eyes are the scary part. Cold and piercing, pure ice."
"Sounds like you got nothing, Poddar. Cold eyes? That's half the population of New Haven."
"But you've seen him."
"So have you, Poddar."
Confusion flickered across his face. "What? When?"
"The whole fiasco with Selene's leg. We went to his house, remember?"
"Never saw him. You claimed you talked to him, but you were all out of sorts. I thought you were on drugs, honestly."
"C'mon, Poddar. I might smoke and drink more than the average sap, but I don't fool with psychedelics. It was the aftereffects of the super healing juice Hunter stashed in some absinthe. Never mind that — you definitely saw him in Beck's mansion, right before the New Man showed up."
Poddar's incredulous stare would have been hilarious under normal circumstances. "What the hell are you talking about? Hunter wasn't there, Mick. It was just you, me, and Ms. Kilby with Beck."
I frowned. "What game are you playing, Poddar? He was right there. Don't tell me you forgot about how he slapped Beck around to get answers. That shocked all of us, remember?"
Poddar stared at me for what seemed like a long time, looking increasingly worried. "Mick, are you okay?"
"Never better, Ace. Question is: how are you? Disappearing out the blue, jumping me like I'm some random thug, looking all crazy like the boogeyman is after you — what's got you on edge like this?"
"Conspiracy, Mick. Someone has been quietly taking over the entire infrastructure of this Haven. Eliminating threats when they get in the way, building criminal organizations, forming deadly alliances. If it's not you, then it's Hunter."
I felt a sinking feeling in my gut, remembering the last conversation I had with Hunter. "I'll look into it."
"I'm not kidding, Mick. This is a next-level takeover I'm talking about. Everything hidden, controlled from the shadows. New Haven is about to be under attack, and nobody knows what's coming. I went underground when I realized the level of threat I was dealing with. So you should know that if you get involved, then you could—"
"I said I'll look into it, Poddar. If it's Hunter, then I have to. We're connected, no matter how I'd like to forget it."
"Connected? How?"
"The less you know, the better. I'm serious — it all ties back to the HSSC and Faraday, and you don't wanna go poking that hornet's nest."
"Why? What's it all about anyway?"
"Secrets, Poddar. Secrets about this Haven, about who runs it, about fugitives and stolen tech. Anyone who digs into it winds up dead. That should be enough for you to keep clear of the whole deal. Get out while you still can, Poddar. While you still got people you care about above ground. Because the only thing you're digging at is a mass grave for you and everyone you love — catch my drift?"
"No, I do not catch your drift. I can't just turn a blind eye to what's happening, Mick. You say everyone I love will be hurt. I say everyone will be hurt anyway if I stand by and do nothing."
I sighed, flicking my gasper onto the wet grass. "Okay, Pod. Don't say I didn't warn you. You coming with or not?"
"Where are you going?"
"To see an HSSC agent that showed up uninvited last night. Figure I'll start at the top and go from there."
"What about Hunter Valentino?"
"Not the kind of guy you can just walk in on. I'll have to do some tracking."
"Then I'm not coming with. I'll keep working things on my end. We'll meet up later."
"Suit yourself. Don't point a gun at me next time, Pod. I might not take it so easy on you."
Thrusting my hands in my coat pockets, I turned and walked back toward Maxine. I felt Poddar's eyes on my back the whole time, accusing like the statues that peered at me through the misty rain. Suspicion from Poddar was unfamiliar territory. For maybe the first time since I climbed out of the river with no memory, I felt completely alone.
* * *
The Yesteryear was the last place you'd think to find an agent of the HSSC, which was probably the point. Everything about it was conspicuous, reveling in luxury and glamor. Sitting on the waterfront, it offered gorgeous river views, Art Deco architecture and furnishings, and vibrant color palettes. The Gatsby Bar was a decadent setting, ornate with its black and gold interior and fixtures. It was still morning, so precious few people were boozing at the hour. More for me, I figured. I tapped the counter, surprising the barkeep, who looked like he slept in his rumpled suit.
"Bulleit Neat."
Agent Kessler sat down at the bar, leaving one vacant stool between us. "Surely not this early in the morning. Barkeep, replace that order with two black velvets instead."
The bartender was smart enough to wait for my nod of approval before tending to the order. I turned to Kessler. "Helluva thing — canceling a man's drink without his permission. You been making trips to the bar all day or keeping tabs on me?"
"Keeping tabs, of course. Drones over the Gaiden programmed to follow your movements. An amusing throwdown with your old partner, by the way. I'm sure you were holding back."
My face reddened. "Yeah, something like that."
The drinks arrived in flute glasses, champagne and dark stout mixed with a foamy head on top. Not my norm, but wasn't too bad.
Kessler drank half the glass in a single swallow. "I'm surprised you took me up on my offer so soon. I estimated a couple of days, at least."
"Number crunching doesn't work on me, pal. Not unless you're betting on the unexpected."
"So I see. I take it you've been doing some deliberating."
"Not like I had a choice. Everyone's hitting me with bad news all at once. If I didn't know any better, I'd think it was planned."
"It's not. Not on my part, anyway. I was straight with you last night, Mike."
"It's Mick."
"Fine — Mick. I was sincere when I said I was here to help you finish your mission. We're behind schedule, but should still be able to find Faraday and his elusive god code."
I finished my black velvet, tapping the bar for a reload. It was pretty good, that drink. "I was sincere when I told you that I'm out the business, Kessler. Thought you'd be smart enough to take the hint."
He smiled as he finished his drink. "If that were true, you wouldn't be here."
I grimaced. "You got me there. Look — they got any grub at this swanky joint? Can't have this kind of convo on just booze. Not at this hour, anyhow."
He gestured to the dining area. "Matter of fact, the brunch is to die for."
A few minutes later, I sat in front of a plate of breakfast hash with chorizo, eggs, and tortillas. Nothing like a good meal to put things into perspective. I ordered another black velvet to accompany the savory dish, and just because I was feeling better, had a glass of water to finish things off. Had to hydrate, after all.
Kessler had a very responsible meal of wheat toast topped with fried eggs, tomatoes, and avocado. Wiping his mouth with a napkin, he cleared this throat. "You asked me about Hunter the other night."
"That's right. You looked surprised. Like you heard the name before."
He hesitated, toying with his fork. "I'm going to tell you a story about an agent, Mick. Before my time — before the reformations to the HSSC. Brilliant kid, but damaged. Rough childhood, emotional scars — you know the deal."
I grimaced as the food turned into ash in my mouth. "Yeah, I know the deal."
"The kid grew up to be a top-ranked agent. Did a lot of dirty work — stuff that haunted him, ate at him inside. To compensate, he eventually developed another persona, one capable of handling the pressure. Someone cold, emotionless, devoid of empathy or conscience. When the agent couldn't cope with the stress of his work, he retreated, allowing his second persona to flourish."
Kessler raised his gaze, looking me directly in the eyes. "He even gave the persona a nickname. He called him Hunter."
I paused with my glass half-raised, nearly spilling the booze from my shaky grip. "What the hell are you saying, Kessler?"
"I'm saying that Hunter is the flip side of you, Mike. A personality you developed a long time ago that Faraday somehow separated when he altered your memories. What resulted was dissociative identity disorder, commonly known as a split personality. Common symptoms are complete changes in behavior and memory gaps mistaken for forgetfulness or amnesia. The disorder is usually triggered by severe trauma. Any of this sound familiar? You imagine yourself having abandoned the HSSC while you play this Troubleshooter character, but in reality, you've continued your mission in your Hunter persona, killing anyone who got in your way — even your fellow agents. You murdered Franklin Newman and tried to take Natalie out as well when she failed in her attempt to reboot your memory."
I lurched out of my seat without realizing it, staring at Kessler in shock. The room blurred around him as the adrenaline distorted my vision. "You're crazy. A liar too, because Natalie is dead. I was there when it happened."
He sat there, calm as could be. "Maybe. But did you see her die, Mick? What did we learn in the Academy? Always verify a kill. Did you see her body?"
I didn't get two steps before a clap of thunder boomed overly loud in the ruined safe house. I didn't bother looking back.
I placed my fingers on my throbbing temples. "I saw … a body they loaded into a trunk…"
"A body. Not necessarily her body. And it wasn't, because she returned to HSSC with the report that you were irredeemable. You know what the next move was supposed to be."
I gritted my teeth. "Cleanup."
"That's right. A hit-squad and erasure team to wipe you from existence. But Lynch wanted one last shot. He's always been strangely attached to the old-school operatives. Regardless, that's when I got the call. So here we are, Michael. Sorry to dump this on you, but you're mentally compromised, and we're running out of time. You have to pull yourself together because if you don't, a lot of people are going to die. If you don't find Faraday, then Kilgore will. And his methods will be calculating and ruthless, without regard for collateral damage. You seem to care about this Haven and the people in it. If you do, your best chance is to work with me and finish the job."
"I don't buy it." I stabbed the air with an accusing finger. "How do I know you're not playing games with my head? You expect me to believe I've been Hunter all this time and somehow never realized it? That's insane, and I'll prove it. I'll track down Hunter and drag him here myself if I have to. But what I'm not gonna do is take the word of a conniving HSSC agent on face value. You spooks pull strings so much it's a wonder your fingers aren't bleeding. You'd do or say anything if it pushes your agenda."
He sighed, leaning back in his chair. "Okay, Mike. It's your call. You're an investigator, so investigate. I just hope that it won't be too late when you find out the truth. Because time isn't on our side. Every minute you waste gives Kilgore the advantage."
"Is that right? Guess I'll find out whenever this one-man army shows up. New Haven is my city, Kessler. Kilgore might have you sweating in your shorts, but to me, he's just another stiff I'll have to bury if he gets on my bad side. Thanks for the grub, pal. Maybe I'll check back with you later."
"Maybe you'll be dead later, Mike. But don't worry." He smiled and raised his glass. "I'll be watching."

Chapter 3: Balls of Fire

I stumbled out of the hotel, attracting a few startled stares from passersby. I wasn't drunk like they assumed — though the black velvets packed an unexpected wallop. It was the unwelcome information that had me feeling like a twelve-round heavyweight loser. The gab he spilled couldn't be right. There was no way Faraday could've pulled the wool over my eyes like that. Someone would have noticed. Someone would have told me the truth.
I slumped into the driver's seat. "Max, call Poddar."
His face appeared on the heads-up display, peering suspiciously. "What is it, Mick? You look terrible."
"We gotta meet, Poddar."
"I told I'm—"
"Now, Pod."
"Why so urgent? What did the agent tell you?"
I scrubbed a hand across my face, vision blurred. "I…think I'm messed up, Pod. I need help trying to figure things out."
His face softened just a tad. "You want to meet at the Gaiden?"
"No. It's too dangerous. I don't want to put anyone in harm's way. I gotta lay dormy at a location that's out of the area. Where no one can get hurt."
"Where?"
* * *
The warehouse was in Grindhouse Alley, a section unofficially owned by the Mafia and used for cozy occupations like interrogations and executions. Located right off the West River, where stiffs could be tossed in after the wetwork was finished. The last time I'd been there was when Moe Flacco and his crew had captured an HSSC informant and beat him to a pulp for information. It was dimly lit, filled with old dusty crates. A coppery scent hung in the air, probably from the blood that had been spilled over the years, seeping into the cracks where even the best disinfectants couldn't reach.
I stood in the center of the warehouse, stress smoking while the rain created a melancholy soundtrack against the metal roof. Poddar entered from the rear doors, looking around as if expecting an ambush. I waved him over. "No one here but us, Poddar."
He stopped a few paces away, studying me. "You found out something."
"Yeah. You're the only one I can trust to verify it. When we spoke earlier, I told you that you'd seen Hunter before."
"That's right. And I told you that was crazy."
I sighed, pushing my Bogart back on my head. "I think you're right. I think it is crazy. Tell me what happened. At Beck's place."
"You mean when you lost your mind? You started beating the old man something vicious."
"That wasn't all, though. Was it?"
Poddar frowned. "No. The way you talked, the way you moved. It was different. You turned into someone else, Mick. You even sounded different. Switching back and forth, arguing with yourself. We were stunned, didn't know what to do. If the New Man hadn't come in when he did, I don't know what you would have done."
"Why didn't you say anything?"
"When? We were in the middle of some insanity, Mick. Kidnappings, missing limbs, killer synoids, thermal orbs. By the time it was all over, I figured maybe you just had an episode or something. We all knew you had problems. When things got better, it seemed impolite to bring that back up."
"Impolite, eh?" I lit a gasper with trembling fingers. "Well, I can't say you're anything but courteous, Poddar. The problem is, I might be certifiably insane, and your testimony just proved it."
"What does that even mean, Mick? And what does it have to do with finding Hunter?"
"Could be everything. Because if I'm taking Agent Hessler at his word, then maybe finding Hunter won't be hard at all. Might be he's standing in front of you right now."
Poddar blinked, taking a hesitant step backward. "What…? That doesn't make any sense."
"It is if I’m as crazy as he says I am. Faraday did a number on my head, Poddar. But I was already a basket case before he even got to rearranging my memories. Hunter was a persona I adopted when I was in the HSSC. Something to get me by when the stress got to be too much. Back then, I was in control. But when Faraday did his work, I think my mind fractured. One half Mick Trubble, the other half Hunter Valentino."
Poddar's face darkened; veins distended from his neck. "What the hell are you saying, Mick? I told you — Hunter is trying to kill me!"
"I know, Poddar."
"So, what — you're saying it's been you this whole time? You expect me to believe that?"
I wearily exhaled a cloud of smoke. "I can scarcely believe it myself. But the spook made a good case, and I think he might just be right. I used to remember everything except my past. But now I remember that too. Some of it, anyway. It's been weighing on me something awful. The flashbacks come to me in the night — all the dark, terrible things I did. I can't be trusted, Poddar. If I've been running around New Haven doing what you said I've done, then I have to be stopped."
Poddar's face looked about as strained as I felt. "And how in the hell can you be stopped if you don't even know what you're doing half the time?"
I lifted my head, meeting his gaze. "You know how."
His eyes widened. "No way. No way, Mick."
"You might not have a choice, Poddar. I want to help untangle this mess, but won't be able to if I can't trust myself. I'm a danger to everyone around me, and I need you by my side in case things get to the point where—"
The air flashed as if charged with ghost lightning, prickling the hairs on the back of my neck. We stared at each other as old papers blew around and dust scattered across the concrete floor.
Poddar took a few steps backward, fists clenching. "What the hell did you do, Mick?"
I reached into my flogger, fingers on the grip of the Mean Ol' Broad. "I swear this isn't me. I don't know what in the world is—"
The warehouse flashed electric-white again, and a man appeared in front of us like a materialized ghost, one knee and his fist planted against the ground. Dark-skinned, white-haired, dressed in fatigues and a combat vest, bare arms chiseled with knotted muscle. His head raised, eyes hidden by mirrored aviators, teeth clenched in a fierce grin. I immediately knew who he was. I would have known even if I didn't recognize him from long-repressed memories.
Kilgore.
He stood, the smile still fixed on his face. "I'm sorry — am I interrupting something?"
"Yeah. The part where we skip the introductions and get to killing each other." I pulled the Mean Ol' Broad out, aimed at his head, and pulled the trigger.
The retorts boomed, crashing off the walls like thunder. I knew something was wrong when Kilgore didn't drop like he was supposed to. His movements blurred, weaving between my shots as if cranked into fast-forward. His hand shot forward, seized my gun arm, and forced it back so violently that the barrel cracked me in the forehead. Pain exploded; dizzy static flickered as I staggered backward.
Blood streamed down my brow, nearly obscuring the view of Poddar getting handled like a mouse fighting a bobcat. I'd seen him go toe-to-toe with plenty of dangerous lugs, and always figured I'd have to shoot him if we ever tangled because I didn't stand a chance fighting fair. But he was helpless against Kilgore, striking nothing but air despite his formidable skills. Kilgore counterattacked with blows that hit so hard that I heard Poddar's bones splinter from the force. He was unconscious on his feet, eyes wide in disbelief before Kilgore finished him with a vicious spinning kick that knocked him off his feet and into a pile of old crates. They exploded into broken pieces of timber, burying his body under the rubble.
That happened in the seconds it took for me to wipe the blood from my eyes and fire again. Kilgore spun like a ballet dancer, avoiding the shot with ease. His arm whipped forward, but I didn't know what happened until the dagger he hurled struck me in the shoulder with the force of a bullet. I grunted, dropping the Broad as my entire arm flared in agony. Kilgore streaked forward faster than my eyes could register. A knee to the gut doubled me over, and then all I saw was knuckles. The explosive impact to my face turned all the lights out.
* * *
Natalie's gaze was sharp, studying my face carefully. "That's right: Maxine might have fallen from grace. She was on the team sent to put down the insurgency in Chicago. I told Deacon that should have been ours, but he thought otherwise. Anyway, your girl Maxine went dark. Reportedly she's flipped sides, feeding the revolutionaries pertinent info on HSSC tactics and plans. You'll pose as a possible defector to see where her loyalties lie. Your job is to do whatever it takes to gain her trust." Natalie's eyes glittered. "Since you two were so intimate, that shouldn't be a problem, should it?"
"There was nothing like that between us. The Academy was years ago, anyway. I'm sure she's completely forgotten about me by now."
"Really? Because guess who she tried to recruit when she first received her orders?"
I paused. "I … was never told."
"You didn't need to know. The request was denied. But the fact that she made it speaks volumes. I think the girl has feelings for you, Mike. And that weakness will be your way in."
I fought to keep my face still, ruthlessly crushing the intrusive thoughts of the moments I shared with Maxine in our brief time together. "I can't just pop up out of the blue. What's my in?"
"Your contact is her second in command. We're not sure whose side he's on, but we can arrange an intro."
"What's his name?"
"You know him from the Academy too: Ethan Kilgore."
My head jerked up. "Kilgore?"
* * *
Regaining consciousness was a rush of blood to the head like a hammer strike, followed by nauseous disorientation as I tried to figure out what happened and where I was. The recollection of the beatdown returned quickly, accompanied by throbbing pain from my wounded shoulder and heavily bruised face. As for where I was, it turned out to be the last place I wanted to be.
In the air.
The interior of Kilgore's next-gen floater was cushioned in soft cloned leather, the dashboard winking with complicated control panel instrumentation. He sat in the pilot's seat, expressionless, city skyline reflecting from the surface of his sunglasses. We were high above the city, where usually only zeppelins drift. The bird's-eye view of the towering buildings wasn't good for anything except inducing a paralyzing sense of vertigo. Air traffic zipped below us in streaks of laser trails, white and blue light blazed from the buildings and billboards, flashing like a massive paparazzi event.
I winced from the dazzling onslaught, turning away to look at Kilgore. My hand drifted to the inside of my flogger.
Kilgore smiled. "Don't bother — your oversized handgun isn't there. I took the liberty of removing the backup piece as well. And should you think about doing something physical, you should consider how easily I mopped the floor with your face earlier. That and I can eject you from your seat with a push of a button. I bandaged your injury, but only because I need you lucid for this conversation."
Shifting in the seat, I stifled a groan when a stab of agony flared in my injured shoulder. "What the hell do you want from me?"
He said nothing for a few seconds, piloting the floater between colossal buildings. "It's funny — the rain in this place has a distinct taste. Salty … like tears. Have you ever wondered why?"
"Soliloquies bore me to death, Mack. Howzabout you cut the gristle off and get right to the meat?"
A faint smile crossed his face. "Do you remember me, Mike?"
"It's Mick. And of course I remember you, Ethan — you goddamned traitor. I remember everything about our time in the HSSC, especially what you did."
"Ethan died in the red hills of Mars. I go by Beowulf now. Most people still use the more descriptive last name, though. Kilgore." His smile widened. "Still mad about what happened to Maxine?"
"You mean your whole part in her torture and murder? Yeah, I'd say that's a touchy subject for me."
"That's because you're as much to blame for her fate as I was, Mike. We were both doing a job — I just didn't get distracted the way you did. But that was a long time ago. When I was a different kind of man — cruel, one might even say vicious. Delighting in base pleasures with no perspective on things beyond my tiny little world."
I sneered. "Lemme guess — you're gonna tell me you're a new man now. Following a higher cause or something like that."
His grin stretched further, revealing tightly-clenched white teeth. "Something like that. I was a terrible person doing terrible things for terrible reasons. Now, I do terrible things for indispensable reasons."
I painfully tilted my Bogart over my eyes. "Yeah, whatever makes you sleep better at night, pal. I don’t recall you ever having superpowers, though. That was a pretty neat trick with the whole appearing from thin air thing. I figure you got your hands on some CDR tech, even if I didn't see any portable unit."
"Carbon Disassemble/Reassemble? That technology was never that reliable in the first place. No, I'm not using any CDR."
"Then how did you do it?"
"You wouldn't believe me if I told you."
"Yeah, I probably wouldn't. What happened to Poddar? If you killed him…"
"Spare me the threats, Mike. I didn't bother checking on your partner. He's irrelevant. Do you think one life has any consequence in this war? If he died, he wouldn't be the first I've killed since arriving here. He won't be the last. More people will follow, and quickly. Please don't make me go through the whole 'I'll kill everyone you love' speech, Mike. It's so cliché. But if you don't surrender the god code right now, I'll be forced to torch this place to the ground."
I thought of Natasha. The choice was an easy one.
"I shipped the god code out of here a long time ago. Practically as soon as I got it. After the whole New Man business, I knew it was too hot to stay here. So, I slipped it in the pocket of someone leaving the Haven. It could be anywhere in the world by now."
He stared straight ahead, but the muscles in arms flexed when his hands tightened on the wheel. "This person that left the Haven. What was his name?"
"I only know an alias: The Fox. A master thief or whatnot. The only person who might have known more was the person that hired him — Tommy Tsunami. 'Course, that'll be a hard convo to have because he's worm food."
Kilgore was silent a few moments, digesting the information. "You had your hands on the most advanced prototype technology known to man, and you just slipped it in someone's pocket? How could you be so stupid?"
"Hey — wasn't like I knew what it was at the time. I just knew a lotta folks wanted their hands on it, and I didn't want any more of that heat. Why's it so important to you, anyway?"
"Because of what it will do. Because should the wrong people take possession of it, the world will burn. The dead will outnumber the living, and humanity will have to choose between death and enslavement. It will be a more devastating catastrophe than the Cataclysm. The final extinction event."
I snorted. "And only you can stop it."
Kilgore stiffened. "You're mocking me."
"No, seems legit to me. Too bad you came all this way for nothing. Guess your next move is tracking down the Fox. Sooner you get on that, the faster you can get to saving the world and all."
"You must think I'm a fool, Mike. I'm not the person you used to know — I haven't been for a long time."
"That's good, Ethan. Because I swore I'd kill you if I ever saw your face again."
Harsh laughter grated from his throat. "Funny — that's the same thing Maxine said the last time I saw her."
A rush of heat scalded my face. "Max is dead, you psychopath. You should know that better than anyone."
He looked at me for the first time. "Maxine is alive, Mike. Scarred and bitter, but alive. At least she was a few months ago when she tried to kill me."
I stared, heart pounding like a machine gun in my chest. "You're lying."
"Why would I? Lies are flimsy shields, and the truth is so much stronger. You look stunned, Mike. But this is the part where you need to listen because I'll need your help in completing the next phase of my mission. The sooner we finish, the quicker I leave. The faster I leave, the fewer people I have to kill. Understand?"
My mind whirled as I processed the whirlwind of information. "The only thing I understand is that you're wasting time. I told you the god code isn't even in the Haven. You can go on the warpath, start a killing spree — it won't change a thing. What you're looking for isn't here."
"When one door closes, another opens. If I can't retrieve the god code, I'll settle for the next best thing."
I blinked uncomprehendingly. "I don't understand."
"The god code is Dr. Faraday's creation. He'd never surrender it without a way to track it down. I find Faraday, and I find the code — plain and simple. And you're going to help me do just that."
"Find a dead man? Gonna be pretty hard to do."
Kilgore scoffed. "Faraday dead? Not likely, unless you can produce a body. Can you?"
I hesitated. "Well, I—"
"I thought as much. Take a look around, Mike. What do you see?"
I looked out the window. New Haven glimmered underneath like an uncut gem, darkness and light, shadows and fog, buildings reaching up toward us like the outstretched fingers of robotic hands, laser lights and vapor trails intermingling, neon blinking, bay waters sparkling. From our vantage point, it was imposing and mysterious, beautiful and majestic.
Kilgore's face contained so little expression it may as well have been carved from stone. "Everything you see is proof of Faraday's genius and egotism. He was the mastermind behind this Haven, the architect of the memory laundering process that robbed residents of their free will. When you look upon the city, you stare into the depths of Faraday's soul."
He set the floater in hover mode, floating above the top of the New Haven Power building, inscribed with proud letters NHP. Rain streaked down, sparkling in the city lights like weeping gemstones. When Kilgore waggled his fingers, blue-white static crackled. A remote detonator dropped into his hand, pulled from thin air in front of my eyes. My mouth dropped open, dumbfounded.
A vicious grin spread across Kilgore's face. "Do you know what New Haven is, Mike? A city of lies. A mask that hides Faraday's face. But as I said — lies make for a flimsy shield, as Faraday is about to find out firsthand. Look at this building: New Haven Power. We build towers out of ego: tall and imposing, monuments to our hubris and vanity. But in the end, like all things, they end up being vulnerable, weak, and exposed."
He activated the detonator so casually that I didn't comprehend what happened at first. The sound of the explosion was barely registerable. It wasn't until I saw the distant bloom of flames far below that I understood. The NHP building shuddered, then fell with nightmarish speed, crumpling like an aluminum can. I watched in horror as it imploded, collapsing to the depths of the city in a massive cloud of smoke, dust and debris. The roar of the destruction rattled the windows as Kilgore veered the vehicle away from the fallout.
I lunged at him, sickened with rage. "You psychopath. You just killed thousands of people!"
He blocked my awkward attack with a casual swipe of his hand and responded with a crushing blow to my injured shoulder than nearly blinded me from the instant jolt of pain. I gasped, tears streaming down my face from the potent mixture of fury and helplessness. I couldn't hear the screams from down below, but I felt them. So many lives snuffed out in seconds, victims of a man who felt nothing as he looked at me with an expressionless mask for a face.
"Thousands? What are thousands in the face of billions? Nothing. I'm surprised you're reacting this way, Mike. Or maybe it's Hunter I need to talk to. Either way, maybe this will open your eyes to the precariousness of your situation. You know this city better than I do. You seem to care for the lowly, lawless, criminal populace that lives here. So, if you don't want others to die like these just did, I suggest you scour the remaining parts of the city for Dr. Faraday. Because my patience isn't infinite, and I'll do whatever it takes to collect him, even if it means wiping out every single life in this Haven. I'll be in touch."
He punctuated the statement by pressing a button on the dashboard. I figured out what it did when the rooftop blew open with a hissing sound, ejecting me from the cockpit in a whoosh of expelled air. The city spun in disorienting circles: dark buildings, blazing light, wounded sky, dark, billowing smoke, emergency sirens, and rain that stung like pellets and tasted like tears.
I didn't struggle, didn't try to figure a way out of my predicament. Because for the first time since becoming Mick Trubble, I didn't care if I lived or died. It didn't matter. As Kilgore said, my eyes were finally opened. In the end, I never escaped. As was the case my entire life, I was still at the mercy of the machinations of people more powerful than myself. So I plummeted without concern, content to suffer the same fate as the thousands who died in the New Haven Power building.
But I was still strapped to my seat, and the damn thing came with an automatic parachute.
The nylon folds opened above me, caught the wind, and dragged me away like a jellyfish in a riptide. Jets in the chair automatically fired, steering me toward the nearest building, where it unceremoniously plunged into the glimmering waters of the rooftop infinity pool. I sank to the bottom of the warm, blue waters as the seatbelt disengaged, allowing me to rise to the surface.
As I emerged gasping and choking, the feeling of déjà vu struck. Once again I was wounded, floundering in the water while screams rang in the air and fire blazed around me. And just like the first time, I was reborn when I pulled myself out of the water. Blood dripped onto the concrete as I staggered to the railing of the rooftop, staring helplessly at the gaping wound in the middle of Downtown, where thick smoke choked the skyline and hundreds of emergency floaters hovered like disturbed wasps. My city burned, thousands had died, and I didn't do a thing to stop it.
There was only the aftermath: simmering, murderous rage and vengeance.

Chapter 4: Meet Mike Trudo

Everything blurred. Buildings hurtled by, street and vehicle lights whipped past, even the view of the injured city was obscured by rain streaming down the rear window. Maxine's engine hummed as she flew full speed across the wet asphalt, tires barely able to hold.
My mind raced. Everything I'd learned, every clue and detail collided, gathered at a focal point and reassembled. Kilgore — a face from my past was in New Haven. Faraday was still alive. And if Kilgore wasn't lying, Maxine — the real Maxine was still alive as well.
But I couldn't even concentrate on the earth-shattering revelation in the face of what Kilgore did. Thousands of people died in a terrifying building collapse and he didn't even change expression. It meant nothing to him. He'd always been a cold-hearted bastard, but he had become even worse, altered into something inhuman. And after seeing him up-close and personal, after being humiliatingly manhandled so quickly, I was afraid. Not about the possibility of dying — that came with the job. But I was scared of dying before I saw Maxine again. Before I could make amends for the terrible things I did.
I tapped on the console.
"Call Natasha."
Her face appeared on the screen. "Mick? Thank God you're alive. When I heard about the explosion, I thought you might have—"
"Not this time, sweetheart. Listen, I don't have too much time. I'm sending you a mapping coordinate. Take Benny with you. Do not go alone, understand?"
To my surprise, she simply nodded. "What's over there?"
"Poddar. He's hurt something awful and needs medical attention. Benny can get him to a safe place. No hospitals."
"Should I even ask what's going on?"
"The less you know, the better. This is for your safety, Natasha. The guy that blew up the NHP building is still out there. No one is safe until I bring him down. Can you do this for me?"
"I'll do it."
"Good. I'll check in with you later."
"Be careful, Mick."
"No promises, Natasha."
I ended the call and immediately dialed Hessler. His face appeared on the screen, looking as stressed as I felt.
"My drones went dark at the warehouse district. Kilgore. He's here, isn't he?"
I nodded. "Yeah. He ambushed me and Poddar, then took me for a ride. I had a bird's-eye view of the building going down."
"I'm surprised you survived the experience."
"I'm alive only because he wants me to help him unearth Faraday. He says if I don't, then the NHP is just the beginning. He's going to keep blowing things up until he gets what he wants."
"That doesn't leave you with too many options."
"Tell me about it. You didn't tell me the guy was superhuman, Hessler. A little heads-up would've been appreciated."
"You weren't exactly cooperative last time we spoke, Mike. This was what I was afraid of. If Kilgore took out a building like that, it means he's been in New Haven for a while. Maybe as long as I have, or longer. It takes time to plant all those explosives, even for someone with his skills."
"And what skills are those, exactly? I saw him do stuff that makes no sense. He appeared right in front of us like he teleported into existence."
"We're on a time clock, so here's the brief: Kilgore was in the Elite program: bio-enhanced super-soldier regiment that enhanced his strength, speed, reflexes, and healing abilities. Shortly after that, the New Haven Council took it a step forward, attempting to enhance their Elites even further. They added aberrant energy into the mix, grafting it to the subject's DNA."
I shook my head. "What were they thinking? Playing with aberrant energy always ends in disaster."
"And it did again, destroying the entire group of Elites, save one. Kilgore was the sole survivor of the program, but even then, no one understood what it meant. NHC sent him to Mars to fight in the Red War. Some say they sent him to end the war. Whatever the case, something happened on Mars that activated the aberrant coding, granting Kilgore powers that haven't been seen since the Imperial Age. He's able to teleport himself from one location to another instantly, transposing space and time. He can summon objects from anywhere in the world, mostly in the forms of firearms or tools. That's on top of his already formidable abilities. In short, he's the perfect weapon. And the perfect nightmare, because unlike every other weapon, he's under no one's control. Just the mention of his name creates sleepless nights for top-level officials because no one knows how to control him or figure out how to take him down."
"Guess I gotta do their work for them."
He leaned forward, squinting. "Doesn’t look like you're in shape to do any kind of work. Are you wounded?"
"I'll get better. You better find a hole to hide in, Kessler. I wouldn't count on Kilgore not knowing you're here."
"I left the hotel as soon as the news reported the explosion. Don't worry about me — I'll be fine."
"Not worried, just passing a word of advice."
"Where do you want to meet up?"
"Something I gotta take care of first."
"Something more important than this?"
"Yeah. I gotta pull myself together. Be in touch."
I ended the call just as Maxine pulled up in front of a battered, ramshackle, barely-standing excuse for a house in a neighborhood that couldn't look any worse if someone dropped a bomb on it. We were in the heart of the West Docks, where only someone desperate or insane would risk wandering into.
I was both.
Heart pounding, I exited into the rain and walked up the broken steps as the dead eyes of the windows watched my approach. I took a deep breath, and like so many times before, pushed the door open and stepped inside. Darkness greeted me, along with the nearly overwhelming stench of mold and rotted wood. Cockroaches skittered away from my footsteps as I cautiously advanced, hand on the grip of the Replacement Killer I retrieved from the glove compartment. The only sounds were my footsteps and water dripping from leaks in the ceiling.
"Hunter. Come on out — I know you're here. You're always around when I need you, aren't you?"
I crept into the kitchen area, eyes roving. Last time I was there, Hunter left a tricked-out corpse to communicate. No such luck this time. The place was empty, not even a glass of absinthe waiting like usual.
"Hunter. C'mon, man — we need to talk. Come out right now, damn it!" I kicked the table over in frustration, breaking the half-rotted wood to pieces. "Show your ugly synoid face. Where the hell are you?"
"Behind you."
The voice was so real, so smug and mocking that I froze in my tracks, suddenly afraid to turn around. But I knew there was no choice. I had avoided this confrontation for too long, and sooner or later I knew I'd have to look the devil in the eye. I turned around.
My reflection stared back at me from the surface of a splintered, grimy mirror. Different than what I was used to seeing. Eyes cold and piercing, face chiseled into something hard and dangerous.
"Hello, Mike."
"For the last time, it's Mick. And what the hell, Hunter? What's up with the mirror tricks?"
It didn’t seem possible, but his eyes grew even icier. "Come on, Mike. We don't have any more time to play games. You know exactly what this is."
I swallowed. "So, it's true then? You really are…"
"I'm you, Michael. The better half, in fact. Free of the pretenses, the guilt, the grief that hampers you. You are reason; I'm pure instinct. Where you balk at the morality of your orders, I obey without question. All this time we've been operating in tandem — you just didn't know it. And together, we've nearly taken over this Haven."
I took a step closer, trying to see the murky reflection. "What the hell have you done, Hunter?"
"Hunter?" A thin smile touched his lips. "We're past Hunter now. Past Mick Trubble. We don't have a choice anymore. We can only stop Kilgore if we're whole again. No more lies, no memory blackouts, no separate lives. If you can't see that, you might as well put that muzzle in your mouth and pull the trigger."
"Can't do that."
"Then do what's needed."
"How?"
"You forgot all about the drive port, didn't you? All HSSC agents have one installed for communication and mission enhancement. How do you think Faraday was able to insert his program into your mind? So long as it remains, our consciousnesses will remain split. Remove it, and we become one again."
My hand drifted behind my ear, fingers grazing the skin, where they froze on a slight protrusion, barely noticeable. All this time, I'd told myself it was a benign cyst, nothing to worry about. Then again, I'd always been great at lying to myself.
"What will happen to me if I do this? Who in the hell will I become?"
"The person you always were. The person you always will be: Michael Trudo. There's no escaping who you are, Mike. No matter what you do, no matter how you try to run away, your reflection will always be in the mirror, looking right back at you. So finish what you started, or watch as everything and everyone you love is burned to the ground."
I pulled a knife from my pocket, raising the blade to the back of my ear. A quick slash, a drop of blood, and my fingers peeled back the skin. As expected, the port was there, with Faraday's drive installed: everything that made me Mick Trubble and kept me separated from what I hated about myself. Faraday's gift that allowed me to start a new life.
I looked into the mirror. Hunter's face stared back at me, a tiny smirk on his face.
"Do it. You know there's no other choice."
A quick push ejected the tiny drive from the port. I yanked it free, gasping as my brain capsized, flooded with repressed memories. My knees buckled; the room grew hazy, white light flashed across my vision as faces from the past haunted me like fretful ghosts…
A gun muzzle jabbed against my temple, instantly focusing my thoughts like only imminent death can do. A deep voice spoke in my ear.
"Turn around, and you're gonna need a whole new head."
I swallowed. "Ethan Kilgore?"
"Who's asking?"
My name is … Mike. Michael Trudo. I'm here to speak to Max. I'm a friend."
The muzzle jabbed harder. "Prove it."
"She made a request when she received this mission. Asked that I be put on the detail. I didn't find out until later. Command denied it. That's why I'm here."
"Command doesn't change its mind."
"That's right. I'm through with them. I'm here on my own accord."
"Max doesn't need that kind of heat coming down on her."
"The heat is already on her. That's why I came. Command thinks she's working with the enemy. They're planning on liquidating her operation."
The muzzle finally moved away from my head. I resisted the urge to rub the bruise.
"Turn around."
I obeyed, getting my first look at Ethan. He was tall with a slender but athletic build, a chiseled face, and a permanently angry expression.
Slipping the handgun into his jacket, he gave me a weighing look. "So you're the whiz kid, huh?"
"I guess."
"Yeah — Max is always talking about how smart you were in the Academy. I hope for your sake that you live up to your reputation, Mike."
"Yeah?"
"Yeah. Because I'll say this only once: if you do anything stupid, if you jeopardize Max or the mission in any way, I'll kill you."
* * *
I gasped, reliving the disturbing memories that I'd begged Faraday to erase, the shame and guilt of past actions slamming into me like merciless punches to the head from a heavyweight fighter. From my ruthless upbringing to my training, assignments, betrayals, and assassinations — I remembered everything. Every repeated lie, every dirty deed done in the name of serving the interests of the United Havens.
And most of all, I remembered Maxine. I saw her again and again: slender but fierce, prone to unpredictable humor and shyness. Large, expressive eyes, mischievous freckles, quirky lips. I recalled our intimate moments together, how hard I had to work at gaining her trust.
Only to tear it apart like soggy paper.
I had no idea how long I laid on the dirty floor, chest heaving, blinking rapidly while my consciousness rebooted itself, assimilating past with the present: Mick Trubble, Hunter Valentino and Michael Trudo. It could have been minutes. It could have been weeks.
But when I finally staggered back up, I knew everything had changed. There was no one else in the house, no phantom voice haunting me. In the tarnished surface of the mirror, I saw only my reflection: haunted eyes, haggard face, resigned expression.
For the first time in ages, I knew exactly who I was. And to my growing horror, I realized what I'd been doing with my free time in the last twelve months.
* * *
The ride to the hospital was fifteen disorienting minutes of my entire life melding together into one cohesive unit. I laughed, cried, and screamed in rage as the memories flickered into place, transforming me by the second. By the time Maxine skidded to a stop, I didn't know where Mick Trubble ended, and Mike Trudo began. Maybe it didn't matter.
In the end, I still had a job to do.
The tenement building at the edge of the Flats district looked like any other on the block. Dull, battered, and tacky as hell. But as the old folks would say, it was the inside that counted. And on the inside, it wasn't an apartment complex at all. Not on the entire lower sections, anyhow. It was the Mercy Center, a secret hospital for select members of the criminal underworld. Not only was it the best place to get patched up, but it was also a neutral territory with strict rules. If you were admitted, you were untouchable. No weapons, no grudges, and no killing allowed inside.
The blare of sirens still cut the air, mourning the tragedy that took place in the heart of the city. Red and blue seemed to be the only colors as enforcement and emergency vehicles whipped by on the ground and in the air, bathing the streets and buildings in flashing light. In all the racket, I barely heard Natasha's voice call out my name.
"Mick. Over here."
She waved me over from across the street, where she stood by a silver skimmer wagon fashioned with the retro curves of the Tatra 87 if memory served me right — which it always did. I couldn't help but eyeball it as I crossed the rain-slicked avenue.
I hid the pain of my recent trip through time and memory with a wry grin and characteristic wisecrack. "Nice ride, kiddo. Where'd ya steal it?"
She shook her head, adjusting the collar of her trench coat. Her dark hair was pulled back in a no-nonsense ponytail, soaking wet. Pushing a stray strand across her brow, she looked up at me. "Standard police roller, Mick. Rookies don't fly around in spinners."
"Yeah, I bet. Been meaning to talk to you about this police gig."
Her eyes narrowed dangerously. "Save your breath, Mick. I don't need a lecture about how dangerous the job is."
I swallowed my lecture, stalling with a wounded look. "Me? C'mon, Natasha — why would I do that? I was just gonna ask you why you were here without backup, that's all."
The tinted passenger window slid down, revealing a shadowy figure inside. "She has backup."
I leaned over for a closer look. "Well, I'll be damned."
Her partner was an android. Police uniform, alloy skin, mannequin profile that the designers didn't even bother to give expression or movement to. His face was frozen in an eerie state of perpetual pleasantness, the epitome of a public official designed to protect and serve.
"This is Link, my partner and supervisor. Link, say hello to my friend Mick—"
"Mick Trubble. Yes, I know." His head turned my direction, eerily prescient despite his inability to emote. "This is official police business. There is no need for a Troubleshooter to be involved."
"That's Agent Mike Trudo to you, pal. HSSC operative 1138, mission code 8211420518. I'm in charge here."
Link's eyes flickered for a few seconds. "Mission code accepted. How can I be of assistance, Agent Trudo?"
"Keep Natasha out of harm's way, and we'll have no issues, Cyber-cop."
Natasha's head rotated from him to me, a bewildered expression on her face. "What the hell just happened? And what's the story with the explosion Downtown? It's terrible. You must know something about it, or you wouldn’t have called me. Then you took your sweet time getting here. It's been hours — I was getting worried about you."
"Long story, Natasha. And trust me — you're better off here than anywhere near that." Noticing her irritable expression, I quickly shifted gears. "I'll break it down for you later, I promise. For now, I'm assuming Poddar was admitted."
"Yeah, he's in the hospital for criminals over there. Benny told me I'm putting the whole op in jeopardy by being here." She rolled her eyes.
"Could be right, but it doesn't matter. I'm checking him out. We got a case to work on, and time isn't on our side."
"Checking him out? He just got in. No way he'll be ready to go. You didn't see him, Mick. He was hurt pretty bad. No one gets up and walks away from that."
"I got the juice to get him loose. Don't worry about it."
She stepped closer, fingering my flogger. Are these bloodstains? You're not in very good shape yourself, Mick. What happened?"
"A lot. You coming with?"
"You know they'd never let me in."
"They will if I say so."
"No need to rock the boat, Mick. We'll wait for you out here. Don’t take too long — Captain Flask wants everyone beating the streets."
"Best if you don't wait up, then. Evil eyes are all over the place, and you'll spook the goons around here. Might get froggy, especially with everything going on tonight."
"Fine. But promise you'll meet up later, okay? I need to know you're gonna be all right."
"I'll try. Best I can do."
She sighed, reaching into her jacket and pulling out the Mean Ol' Broad. "Found this in the warehouse."
I slipped her back in the holster under my arm. "Much appreciated, Natasha. Tell Flask that the man he's looking for is Beowulf Kilgore. He's an Elite: enhanced super-soldier with metahuman abilities. Best to use can openers like your partner if he decides to engage. I'll send him the info I have, but the important thing is to keep his people away if he wants them to keep breathing. Kilgore can take out an entire squadron of cops without breaking a sweat. I repeat: use android units for combat."
"How in the world do you know all of that?"
"I'm in the business of knowing things. Just get him the info, okay?"
She nodded. "I'll tell him." She tried hard to keep her voice neutral, but I saw the fear shimmering in her eyes.
I placed a reassuring hand on her shoulder. "It's gonna be okay, Natasha."
Her face softened. "There you are, Mick."
"What are you talking about?"
"You've changed since I last saw you. The way you look, the way you talk is different. I don't like it. It's almost like you were a different person until just now."
"We've both changed, Natasha. I just caught up with myself is all."
Her eyes widened. "Your memories?"
I tapped my temple. "All here, for better or worse. No way to tiptoe around it — I'm not Mick Trubble anymore. And I'm not the man I was before I came to New Haven. I'm someone else now. Someone new. You should know that Mick Trubble is just an alias. My real name is Michael. Mike Trudo."
Her expression saddened. "I … don't know what to say. What does it all mean for you? Do you feel like … someone else?"
"Got no idea and no time to worry about it now. If I don't move, more buildings will go down. More people will die. I'll sort everything out after this is over."
She blinked water from her lashes, face downcast. "Will it be over this time, Mick? If this guy is all that you say, what chance do you have?"
"I'm breathing, so there's a chance. I'll see you soon, Natasha."
"See you, Mick."
"It's Mike, remember?"
"I like Mick better." She gave me a lingering look before ducking inside the skimmer. Lights flashing, it glided down the street at full speed, leaving sparkling trails of water in its wake. I watched until it turned the corner before heading for the Mercy Center.
A panel beside the door flickered on, displaying a shadowed profile. "State your name and business."
"I'm here to see my friend who was brought in earlier. As for my name — you already know it. Open up."
A laser scan confirmed my identity. The door whirred open, and I entered the facility. The interior was similar to a standard hospital, except this one had tall, menacing security androids in gleaming red armor roaming the halls. The rooms were all sealed with no windows so that the clients enjoyed complete confidentiality. It was quiet as a funeral parlor, the atmosphere blacker than my morning coffee. No flowers or balloons in the place, just sour-faced aides and nurses with guarded expressions, all of them avoiding eye contact.
I strolled over to the receptionist desk, where a surly dame with clown-colored hair and garish makeup glanced at me over her spectacles.
"What can I do you fer, Mr. Trubble?"
"Checking on my friend Poddar. If you can point out the room, I'd be obliged."
She gave me a critical once-over. "Looks like you'd be obliged with some medical attention yourself if you don't mind my saying. You've been in a pretty bad scrap by the looks of ya. Didn't happen to do with that explosion Downtown, would it? Never mind — ain't none of my business."
I gestured to my battered face. "Just a few love taps. And the stab wound? Lug who did it was gracious enough to knit me back up so he could chin it up for a sec."
She harrumphed. "Gotta love the talkative types. Well, if you ain't gonna take advantage of our well-reputed services, you can find your friend in room 2012. Don't think he's gonna be much for talking, though. Got him sedated while the platelet accelerators work their magic."
I gave her my most charming grin. "Is there a way to speed up the process? I'm in a bit of rush to save this entire Haven from a metahuman terrorist, after all."
She gave me the stink-eye. "You the mook paying the bill?"
"Sure am."
Her expression changed to a sour smirk. "Then I believe there's something we can do to help you out, Mr. Trubble."

Chapter 5: Harmed and Dangerous

Poddar's eyes snapped open, and he sat up in the hospital bed, gasping. "Mick, look out—" He blinked, staring at his clinical surroundings. "What…happened?"
I chewed the end of my gasper where I stood in the corner. "You got your ass handed to you is what happened. Not to worry — happens to the best of us, Ace."
"Mick? Who was the man that attacked us?"
"Name's Kilgore. Count yourself lucky to still be breathing. A lot of people aren't tonight. The guy just blew up the New Haven Power headquarters not too long ago."
"What?"
"That's right. How are you feeling?"
He stretched, grimacing. I understood how he felt — accelerated healing hurts nearly as bad as the injuries. "Sore, but fine, I guess."
"Good. Because you had a broken sternum, cracked ribs, a ruptured kidney, multiple contusions, and a concussion when Benny brought you in here."
He examined the fading bruises on his chiseled chest and arms. "How long have I been out?"
"Less than twenty-four."
"That's impossible."
"Not with the healing accelerants they pumped into you. I figured you might wanna ride with me on a payback tour if you're up to it. "
"Healing accelerants? Aren't those dangerous?"
"Well, the ones I took nearly killed me. But the ones they administered to you were more up-to-date. The quacks said there was only a fifty-five percent possibility you might reject the procedure and go into cardiac arrest. You didn't. So, get dressed and let's light some fires. We got an entire Haven to save."
* * *
Benny leaped up from his chair, eyes wide when I came out with Poddar in tow. "What in the — youse guys leaving already?"
"Yeah, we're not the patient types, Benny. Listen up: I need you to go to your uncle and arrange a sit-down with the other family heads. Gotta be pronto — one hour from now."
"One hour? That's impossible, Mick. Plus, I'm just a connected mook these days — I don't even work for Uncle Flacco anymore. No way he'd listen to me about something that major — fuhgeddaboudit. Call up Electra. If anyone can pull it off, it's her."
I gave him the look. "One hour, Benny. If he gives you lip, you tell him I didn't ask — I'm telling him. Pipe that?"
He swallowed. "Sure, Mick. No problem."
"Okay, then. See you in an hour."
We went our separate ways when we ducked out of the hospital into the pouring rain. Poddar stalked alongside me, eyes darting back and forth, taking in the ongoing chaos of flashing emergency lights, wailing sirens, and streaking air and ground vehicles all headed toward Downtown. His expression turned murderous.
"You say this guy Kilgore took out an entire building?"
"Yeah."
"Why?"
"To make sure I understood he's not playing around."
"What does he want?"
"Dr. Faraday."
Poddar blinked. "I thought you said he was dead."
"Looks like being dead in this town ain't what it's cracked up to be. Kilgore's convinced Faraday pulled a fast one. He wants him found."
Maxine's doors opened, and we slipped inside. The tires screeched, barreling down the road before we could settle into the seats. Poddar glanced at me. "Obviously, if Kilgore wants Faraday, then we're not going to comply, right?"
I said nothing, eyes on the light show in the center of town. Smoke still hung in the air, spreading over the surrounding buildings like storm clouds. Dust and ash mixed with the rain, turning into grey mud on the sidewalks and streets. The city that never slept was at a standstill, shocked onlookers standing in the downpour, staring at the damage that Kilgore had so casually unleashed.
Poddar stared at me. "Right, Mick?"
"Not sure about that one, Pod."
"Not sure? What do you mean? You saw what the guy can do. He's the enemy. Our enemy. That makes Faraday an ally at the very least."
"That makes Faraday an enigma at the very least. You forget — he's the quack that played with my memories like a deck of cards. Not to mention being the architect of this Haven for who knows what kind of nefarious purposes. He's not exactly an angel, is what I'm saying. And if handing him over to Kilgore can stop another few thousand people from dying, I'll hand him over in a hot sec and won't exactly lose any sleep over it."
"Is that you talking, or the HSSC agent?"
"We're the same guy, Poddar. Better get used to it quick 'cause that's not gonna change anytime soon."
He glowered for a moment, watching the city blur by the rain-slicked windows. "Fine. Mind telling me where we're headed?"
"Neither one of us is gonna put a dent in Kilgore in our current condition. To take on a metahuman, we're gonna need some upgrades."
* * *
We pulled up to Johnson Arms a few minutes later, monitored by cameras and sentry guns as we entered the building. Inside, the main lobby was stocked to the max with firearms of every sort, from old school revolvers to tech-savvy bioguns. Weaponry, ammunition, and accessories lined the walls, shelves, and tabletops — the best wetware a man could purchase in a town where being armed wasn't an option — it was a necessity.
Sargent Johnson looked up from an overcrowded worktable where he put finishing touches on a deadly new masterpiece.
"Just a sec."
Picking up a slim round object no wider than his palm, he slung it across the room, where it slapped against a thick metal plate inside a transparent cube. Grinning, Johnson set a string of linked pen grenades on the worktable and yanked a cord, arming them simultaneously. The slim explosives flew across the area, straight toward the metallic sheet. The safety door hissed shut when the grenades found their mark, magnetically sticking to the plate. Two seconds later, they exploded, rattling the secure box in a bloom of fire and smoke.
Johnson threw up his thick arms like a kid. "Woo — look at that!"
"Yeah, that'll put someone on their back," I said. "Permanently."
"Smart-grenades: slim as a pen but pack a major punch. The targeting disk is layered on one side with micro-hooks so that it'll stick to anything. It emits a homing signal to the bombs, which fly over and work their magic."
Pushing up his goggles, he gave me a friendly nod. "Mick. Thought I might see you, considering what just went down." He pointed to the screen on the wall, where Kilgore's face was plastered on the news. Johnson stared at the screen with a pensive expression, scratching his beard. "Kilgore. Never thought I'd hear his name again."
I glanced at him in surprise. "You know him?"
"Just by reputation. The man was a hero in the Red War. Battle of Olympus Mons: entire books have been written about that skirmish. Wasn't for him, the war might have turned out different."
"So, what happened to him over there? What made him snap?"
Johnson shrugged. "Who knows? Lots of wild stories. I was just a fobgoblin manning an ion cannon far away from the action. Some say Kilgore's company was ambushed because of bad intel, and he blamed Command. Then there's the wild stories about nightmare aliens and interdimensional portals."
"Interdimensional portals?"
"Like I said — wild stuff. Either way, everyone says he was never the same after Olympus Mons. Came back to Earth and started this streak of terrorism and mass murder. Been one thing after another."
I looked at Kilgore's face on the display. Flask was quick with the intel I sent him, putting the word out on every available info channel. The pic of Kilgore was old, before his hair turned white as a penguin's belly. Even so, he still looked like a total psycho, coal-black eyes staring from the screen as if he hated every living thing in the world.
"Is that right? Well, guess his rampage has to end somewhere. Looks like New Haven is gonna be his last stop."
Johnson gave me a dubious look. "You think you're the one to put him down? I heard you're a hard man to kill, but Kilgore's on another level, brother. From the looks of it, you're lucky to have survived your first run-in if that's what happened."
I touched my bruised face, trying not to wince at the bloom of pain. "This? It's nothing. Should've seen the other guy."
"He'd have to be dead if that's the case. So what brings you back? Looking for another backup piece? No, lemme guess — something for that sexy lady parked outside. A couple of headlight gatlings wouldn’t hurt. Order today, and I'll throw in the ammo as a bonus."
I scanned the room, checking out the lethal arsenal on display. "I'm looking for something a bit more particular, Sarge."
"Well, well." The big man abandoned the table and approached, hands rubbing together. "How particular we talking?"
"Restricted. Particularly the HSSC type. Black market prototypes, high-grade tech too hot for your average street soldier."
Johnson's expression turned serious. "I don't just hand that kind of gear over without a disclaimer: it attracts all the wrong kinds of attention. Can you handle the type of heat that comes with a purchase like that?"
"No worries on that deal, Johnson. I am the heat, after all."
His eyes narrowed. "You're HSSC?"
"In the flesh. Agent Mike Trudo at your service." I pretended not to notice Poddar's disapproving stare.
Johnson sighed, scrubbing a hand through his shaggy hair. "I knew it."
Minutes later, we stood in a private room in the back where Sarge stashed his contraband. "So, you gonna be shutting me down or what? I should've known from the last time you came in here. I told you that kind of marksmanship was uncanny for anyone but an Agent."
"I don't care that you're dealing HSSC gear, Johnson. Last of my worries. Plus, I'm retired from all the cloak and dagger stuff. So let's pretend I'm a guy buying and you're a guy selling, without all the baggage and red tape. Deal?"
He appeared immensely relieved. "Deal. So, what kind of ware are you looking for? Bioguns? Ion cannons? Miracles?"
"I need something that'll give me a chance at going toe-to-toe, blow for blow with Kilgore."
"I don't have any nuclear weapons in stock."
"Funny. I know you got the goods, though. Howzabout you lemme see the cream of the crop?"
He grinned, pressing a button on the wall to expose a compartment where several bodysuits were arranged, illuminated in menacing light to appear almost like skinned corpses. "In the Imperial War, the only equalizers were bulky combat mech suits and exoskeleton armor. Well, the Imperial Age ended, but the technology didn't, which brings us to exodermis enhancer skins, created by Maximillian Industries. Nanofibers threaded like muscle bundles, granting the wearer enhanced strength and speed as sensors on the underside graft to the body. The outside is covered in honeycombed polymer liquid armor that spreads the impact over a wide area to avoid injury. All of that adding only ten extra pounds to your weight."
I grinned. "No heavier than a five-course meal at Luigi's."
He slapped his belly. "Exactly. The skins can be equipped with Hand Firing Mechanisms, or HFMs for short. They discharge electricity with enough power to light up a building, not to mention doubling as bioguns with concussive and lethal firepower modes. Plus, a bonus fist gun mounted on the glove, with a trigger at the end of the barrel. You punch something; it fires a single explosive-tipped round. Last resort weapon, naturally."
I slipped the HFM over my hand, flexing my wrist and fingers. "Neat, but I'm not a superhero fighting bad guys."
"Yeah, just a broke-down Troubleshooter fighting a metahuman super-soldier. Figure you'd take any edge you can get."
"Your sarcastic point is noted. I'll take one."
"Just one?"
"Too cumbersome for my shooting hand. Gotta leave the trigger finger unhindered."
"Understandable." Johnson looked at Poddar. "And what about you, my quiet friend? Something here catch your eye?'
Poddar's gaze flicked over the HFMs and enhancer skins. "I'll take all of it."
"My man."
I pointed to a vest of combat armor on the wall. "That any good?"
"The Shield? It's level 5 plate alloy, coated with a thick anti-spalling layer. Plate carrier is flex-mesh, adding another protective layer. Should stop anything not armor-piercing."
I removed it from the wall hook, hefting it for weight. "I'm thinking more a metahuman punch."
"Never been tested for that. Figure it'll hold up, though."
"I'll find out soon. Rate it afterward."
Johnson snorted. "Yeah, I'll bet. What about you, Mr. Poddar?"
He shook his head. "No need." He picked up a curved sword from the nearby table. A click of a button on the hilt made the blade's edge glow red, humming with every moment. "Laser-edged talwar. I'll definitely take this."
I shook my head. "Don't see what a fancy sword is gonna do against a slug to the face, but suit yourself. We're gonna need to stockpile on wetware, too. The best you got, Johnson. That includes the smart-grenades. Might as well put those gatling upgrades on Maxine too. Don't want her to feel left out."
He grinned. "Now we're talking. I'll get my bots on that while I introduce you to the best iron money can buy."
* * *
Once the work was finished and the weaponry stashed, Johnson met us in the garage and calculated the totals on his holoband. "How are you boys paying for all of this? Needless to say, it ain't exactly cheap."
"Send the bill to Luther Vitto."
"Vitto? Word was he got on your bad side not that long ago."
"I put him on his back, sure. Then I put him to work. He has some skills with finances, and I needed my accounts handled with discretion. I'm sure you understand."
"Indeed I do, Mick." Johnson's expression soured when he looked outside at the torrential rain, where the sound of emergency vehicles drowned out the sound of the downpour. "Be careful out there, brother. It's only gonna get worse from here, I can feel it."
"It's gonna get a lot worse for Kilgore, I can promise that. See you on the other side." I hit the thrusters, and Maxine pealed out of the garage into the deluge. Sheets of rain nearly blinded me, but Maxine's autovision system kicked in, creating a digital display of the world beyond her whirring windshield wipers. Didn't matter much since I programmed the destination so she could do the driving while I got used to the enhancer skin under my rags. The sensation was bizarre, both constrained and powerful, like my muscles were compressed springs aching for release. The armored vest strapped over my shirt was a little cumbersome, but I figured the discomfort and poor fashion sense would be worth the price of an unbroken sternum later on.
Poddar shifted in the passenger seat, working the muscles in his arms. "What you were talking about earlier. In the warehouse."
"What of it?"
"I understand what you were trying to say. And if it comes down to it, if I see you turning into someone unrecognizable … I'll do it. I'll put you down, Mick. Seems like that's what you'd prefer."
I lit a gasper and sucked poison, exhaling a stream of smoke directly into Maxine's air purifier vents. "Wouldn't have it any other way, Poddar."
"So now that we're on good ground again, mind telling me where we're going?"
"Beck's place."
"Beck? As in the mayor of New Haven?"
"Yep. He was tied into the whole New Man situation with the thermal orb, which turned out to be nothing but a cover for the god code that Kilgore's looking for. Beck's got a penchant for treasure hunting, and Faraday didn't give him the thermal orb for nothing. I figure there's more to their relationship than meets the eye. If anyone has a bead on Faraday's whereabouts, it's that old codger."
Poddar gave me a sidelong glance. "And if he doesn’t feel like giving up the info?"
I grinned around the cigarette. "You think I might go gonzo and beat him senseless like last time? That was Hunter behind the wheel on that ride. I'm in charge now. If Beck's not in the mood for small talk, I'll let you try to convince him with your smoldering charm and polite demeanor. Gotta be worth more than the average beatdown, right?"
He was silent for a moment. "I don't know if that's a compliment or not."
I tried laughing but ended up coughing instead. As I fought to get it under control, I flicked the gasper out the window and tapped a button on the center console, opening up a thin compartment. Grabbing an inhaler, I placed it in my mouth and triggered, sucking in the misty blast.
Poddar gave me a worried glance. "You sure you're okay?"
I grimaced, mouth working as the medicinal taste coated my tongue. "Right as rain, Ace."
"What is that spray?"
"An aerosol form of the stuff that's killing me."
"What?"
"Yeah, the only thing I can control the cough with is more nanoaccelerators. The silver lining is that the gaseous form is a lot less harmful than liquid. But in the end, it's still accelerated healing for damage caused by accelerated healing."
"Won't that just continue to damage you, though?"
"What can I say? I'm a man at war with himself — in more ways than one."
Maxine pulled onto the mostly deserted skyway. The wide, elevated span of the interstate was sealed in circular polycarbonate like a vacuum tube, winding upward between the massive buildings connected by endless bridges and skywalks. News of the explosion flashed on every brightly lit screen, along with Kilgore's impassive face. His dark eyes seemed to follow us as we drove past the blast site, where surveillance orbs and emergency floaters buzzed around the smoldering cavity in the center of Downtown like disturbed hornets.
Leaving that scene, we continued into the Uppers, where you'd never have guessed a terrorist attack and desperate manhunt was underway. The empty streets were smoothly paved, the homes grand and stately, glowing from strategically-placed lights, and the yards pristine with perfectly positioned shrubbery, rock gardens, bubbling fountains, and manicured lawns. Even the rain was different, drizzling just enough to sparkle in the streetlights. There wasn't a soul on the streets to witness Maxine hurtling by at law-breaking speeds.
Not that it mattered, because Mayor Beck's Georgian-styled mansion exploded in a massive cloud of flame and flying debris just as we screeched to a halt in front of the iron-wrought gates. We stared as the smoldering fragments bounced off Maxine's armored hide and across the remains of Beck's once-beautiful lawn. A large chunk of stucco-plastered wall fell into the Olympic-sized pool, splashing chlorinated water high into the air. That was the second time Beck's home blew up while I was on the grounds, although the last time I didn't get to see much of it because I'd been inside the building when it happened.
A figure walked out of the smoke and flames as if the broiling heat was of no account. I recognized Kilgore's silhouette before he cleared the fiery backdrop. He glanced our direction for a second; an animalistic grin spread across his face. But before I could activate Maxine's targeting system, he dropped to one knee, planted a fist against the ground, and vanished in a galvanic flash. The flames roared in the wake of his departure, eating the remains of the mansion and casting thick plumes of dark smoke into the night, where flashing lights in the distance announced the arrival of emergency vehicles on the way.
Poddar glanced at me, face as helpless as I felt. "What do we do now?"
I stared at the destruction, feeling the scalding heat even though the protective windows shielded us from the full brunt of the flames.
"I'm open to ideas, 'cause right now, I ain't got a clue."

Chapter 6: Scent of the Quarry

Flask was on site by the time the hosers doused the place down so we could sift through the remains, although I had no idea what I was looking for. The place buzzed with gleaming android units; metallic skin beaded with rain as they sifted through the rubble. Smoke and steam still wafted from gaping crevices from embers down in the bowels of the mansion where blistering heat smoldered.
I sucked a lungful of smoky air and immediately bent over, hacking until my chest burned. Flask eyed me askance as he approached.
"You okay, Mick?"
"Never been better, champ." I shakily straightened, ignoring his concerned expression. "It was Kilgore. Looked right at him before he pulled a phantom act and disappeared into thin air."
"Disappeared?"
"Teleported. He has abilities I can't even explain, Flask. Something like the Imperials during that crazy era. Don't know how it works, but I've seen it firsthand twice now. This is gonna be bad."
"Tell me about it. You got any connections that might be of some help? Anyone who's dealt with something like this before?"
"I have." Kessler walked toward us, eyes flicking back and forth at the colossal ruins of Beck's formerly extravagant digs.
I gestured. "Flask, this is Agent Kessler, HSSC."
Flask reluctantly shook hands. "HSSC? I thought you were at odds with their organization."
"It's a long story. And it doesn't matter 'cause if this keeps up, the entire city will be just like this mansion."
"Yeah, I guess." He glanced at Kessler. "You say you've dealt with Kilgore before?"
"We tangled not that long ago in Los Nuevos." Kessler massaged his chest, wincing as if at an old injury. "Needless to say, he got the better of me. I’m surprised to see you here instead of Downtown, Captain."
Flask's mouth tightened. "We might not be the HSSC, but that doesn't mean we're sitting around twiddling our thumbs. I'm here because we got a hit on Kilgore's energy signature."
"You're able to track him?"
"Only when he … teleports, I guess. Didn't know what it was until Mick said so just now. I've been coordinating with Central Core, who contacted us reporting periodic anomalies registering in different areas of the Haven over the last three weeks. The latest was a Mob-owned warehouse in the West Docks."
I raised a hand. "Yeah, I was there. Me and Poddar had a little run-in with Kilgore."
His eyebrows rose. "And you survived. I don't know if that's impressive or lucky. Officer Luzzatti filled me in on the details."
"You mean Natasha? You gotta get her off the detail before she gets killed, Flask."
He gave me a heated stare. "Officer Luzzatti will continue with her duties as ordered. This is an all hands on deck situation, and I don't need you telling me how to do my job. You might run half the city, but not my half, Mick. Remember that."
I took a step closer. "You sure about that, Flask? How many of your brass tacks have their palms greased on the regular? I can make a list, but that might take all night and we don't have the time."
His mouth twisted. "Finally showing your true colors, Mick? I figured the Troubleshooter thing was just a mask. You were HSSC the whole time, weren't you? Burrowing in, eating at the core until the whole place is rotten, just like spooks do. Might wanna work on your acting skills, by the way. The whole gumshoe routine is laying it on a bit thick, don't you think?"
Poddar thrust an arm between us before I could throttle Flask. "We'll get nothing done by fighting amongst ourselves. Agreed?"
Flask glared for a moment before looking away. "Yeah, fine."
"Mick?"
I threw up my hands. "Yeah, yeah. We'll play nice, Poddar. Still doesn't bring us any closer to finding out what Kilgore was after here. Pretty sure Beck was out of thermal orbs since last time his place blew up."
Flask jerked a thumb in the direction of the manor. "That's what I was coming to tell you. I think we found something."
We followed him through the debris, slipping in the sooty sludge while the rain fell on us like karmic punishment. Kessler glanced at Flask.
"You were saying something about tracking Kilgore's energy signature."
"Yeah, that's why I'm here instead of Downtown. Nothing but mop-up there, and I wanted to be proactive. So, I ordered Central to keep me posted on any of the same anomalies. At the same time, they're triangulating the signature points to see if we can find out where he's holed up."
"Excellent work. I'm going to need access to Central as soon as possible."
Flask eyed him suspiciously. "So you can lower the shielding and let your HSSC pals waltz on in here and take over the place? No can do."
Kessler shook his head with a sad smile. "We're way beyond that now. And if you knew where this place was, you'd understand why it's so hard to get more than a couple of agents smuggled in here at a time. I need access to Central for a more benevolent reason, I promise."
"The word of a spook? Forgive my pessimism." Flask pointed to a recess in the floor where smoke wafted from a set of damaged doors. "Looks like an emergency bunker. Beck might have survived after all."
I coughed into my hand, staring at the smoke rising from the dark interior. "You go ahead. I'm not feeling the fumes right now."
Kessler pulled a small, aerodynamic mask from his inner pocket and handed it to me. "Brought it for me, but you're welcome to it. Haven't used it yet, don't worry."
I gratefully accepted it, removing my Bogart as I slid it over the lower half of my face. Straps automatically slid out the casing and secured together against the back of my head. My lungs felt better instantly as the smoke was filtered out, and fresh air funneled in.
Poddar smirked. "That's a good look for you."
"Every look is good for me, Ace." The thin fibro-flex material only slightly muffled my voice. "Howzabout we see what ol' Beck's hiding under here."
It took a team effort to open the battered doors. I entered first, using my holoband to illuminate the darkened interior. The steep stairway led to a small safe room made even smaller by the amount of junk scattered inside: a collector's dream of artifacts, weapons, and relics that appeared to pre-date the Cataclysm. It probably had been carefully arranged and exhibited, but someone trashed the place: overturning tables, breaking glass display cases, and ripping shelves and cabinets from the wall. The priceless treasures were strewn across the floor, most centered around the body in the middle of the room.
Beck's corpse.
The old man had been savagely tortured and beaten: face nearly unrecognizable, body shredded by blades, blood dripping from his grievous wounds. So much blood. In the light of the safe room, it looked otherworldly, blue instead of red.
Wait a minute…
I leaned in for a closer look. It wasn’t the illumination; Beck's blood was blue. But that could only have meant—
Kessler shook his head. "I'll be damned. The mayor of New Haven is a synoid."
I shook my head. "Gotta be a decoy. I met Beck, and there's no way he was a synthetic humanoid. Synoids have that uncanny valley look, like living mannequins."
Kessler smirked. "Yeah, maybe going back to the Gen 5 models. The current ones are indecipherable from human beings outside a baseline test or the obvious factor: the blood in their veins — or fuel, in their case, generated by a fusion generator in the place of a heart. That's why we call them bluebloods. You've been undercover for too long if you've forgotten that, Mike."
I ignored Poddar and Flask's accusing stares, fingers drifting to the tiny empty port behind my ear. "The memories are all jumbled. I remember seeing Beck bleed before, but I can't trust those recollections. Doesn't matter. The real question is: if Beck was a synoid the entire time, how many other residents are also synthetic too and don't even know it?" I glanced up at the others, realizing the same question struck them at the same time.
"Or which one of us might be?" Poddar's expression was grim as he pulled a long dagger from the folds of his coat. "One way to find out."
"What — take turns stabbing each other to see the color of each other's blood? Not exactly the brightest of notions if we're supposed to be working together."
"Nothing so drastic, Mick. A small cut works just as good." He lowered the blade to his other palm, letting the glimmering edge rest against the skin. "What are you afraid of?"
I shrugged. "I got no kick with it, Pod. Might as well see if we're all red-blooded creatures around here. Kessler?"
"I get tested every time I report back in, but I'll do it if the rest of you do."
"Flask?"
Before he could answer, Beck's body spasmed in the chair. Blue liquid spilled from his mouth when he sat up, head lolled to the side because of his broken neck. Revenant eyes stared from his waxen face, flickering as if trying to focus before settling on me.
"Michael Trudo." His voice was slightly off-kilter, faded like warped speakers.
I stepped closer. "You know who I am?"
"The Hunter. The Liquidator." A smile tugged at his blue-spattered lips. "Two souls in one body. You're a Gemini, aren’t you?"
"Cut the crap, Beck. You're not in very good shape right now and might wanna save your words for something that counts. Were you ever real, or did Faraday create you?"
Beck winked an eye. "Of course he did. Just like he created the Troubleshooter."
My jaw clenched. "What did Kilgore want from you?"
"The same thing you want, Agent Trudo. The key to the city. The location of our friend Dr. Glen Faraday."
"Did you give it to him?"
"What incentive would I have to do that? One benefit of being a synthetic humanoid is the inability to perform outside of one's programming parameters. Oh, and the inability to feel pain is a bonus, I must say."
I stuck a gasper between my teeth, started to strike my lighter, but thought better of it. The chance of collapsing in a shuddering fit of coughing in front of everyone just wasn't worth the risk. "Yeah, I bet. Figure you'd tell us if we said pretty please, though."
"For you? Certainly, old friend."
I blinked. "Just like that?"
"Why not? Faraday didn't spend the last few years reconditioning you for nothing."
"Is that what he called it?"
"Of course. It takes a lot of fine-tuning to transform an enemy into a champion, Michael. When you first arrived here, your mission was to kill Dr. Faraday. Now, you will be the man to save his life."
"Don't be so sure about that, Beck. I'm not the persona he created with his memory cocktail. I'm my own man now."
"And just like that: free will. I'd applaud, but my arms appear to be broken."
I felt angry heat scald my face. "Look, you got something for me besides sarcasm? 'Cause I don't have the time for small talk."
"You're right, of course. My fuel reserves are spent, and I stare into the synthetic abyss. One last thing to do before I pass into the great circuit board in the sky."
He extended a finger as if pointing at me. The tip split apart, and a small, cylindrical drive emerged from the hollow.
I pulled it out and took a closer look. "What's this supposed to be?"
"As I said: the key to the city. Or to be more precise: the key to Faraday's room."
"Yeah? Where can I find him?"
The light faded from Beck's cloned eyeballs, and his body slowly went limp. His words were dying exhalations, barely audible. "Home, of course."
"Where the hell is home?"
A final smile touched Beck's lips. "Home is where the heart is, Michael." His head lolled forward, and he went completely still. The resulting silence was uncomfortably familiar.
It felt like someone died in front of me.
Kessler cleared his throat. "Well, that's that. What do you think he meant?"
I shrugged. "Haven't the foggiest. But someone better get on any leads regarding any place Faraday called home in his time here."
"On it," Flask said. "I'll have Records run the search and have my boys check out any pertinent hits."
"Just make sure you keep me in the loop, Flask. I need to know if something pops."
"I'm running this as a police operation, Mick — or Mike, or whoever you are. That means information is on a need-to-know basis. And right now, I don't think you need to know."
"You forget one thing, Flask." I held the drive in front of his face. "I'm the one with the key to the door, wherever it is. You don't get access without me."
His mouth thinned. "This place is surrounded by badges, Mick. I'll have no problem with arresting you and taking the drive. You should know how it works by now."
"Maybe in the past, Flask. But that's not gonna happen this time."
"Really? Why's that?"
I snatched the Mean Ol' Broad from her slip and aimed in the general direction of his face. "Because you'll be dead before you can make the call."
His eyes widened in outrage. "What the hell, Mick?"
"I'm not kidding, Flask. I don't have time to play your games right now. We've wasted enough time here, and I can't cool my heels in a meat locker while your button boys trip over each other and get nothing done. What's gotten into you, anyhow? I thought we were on good terms last time I checked."
"We were. But you changed." He gestured at the gun pointed at him. "As you can see. Now, you can lower the piece because we both know you might as well write your obituary if you pull that trigger."
My teeth gritted together. "Might be worth the trouble, depending on my mood. Which right now is as foul as it gets."
Kessler cleared his throat. "Hate to break up this display of machismo, but in case you missed it: we have a common enemy, one that requires we all work together. Like it or not, we're the best chance this Haven has of stopping Kilgore."
Flask's gaze flicked over to Kessler. "Why's that? You have a Kilgore-proof trap set up or something?"
"You might say that. In Los Nuevos, I worked with a Nimrod squad to bait Kilgore to a fight on a rooftop, where an anti-aberrant field was activated, sapping him of his metahuman abilities. He was still an Elite super-soldier, but he was human, at least."
"How human?"
"Enough that one member of the squad gave him a good fight. He was wounded, but that just made things fair. I checked out the video feed afterward. She nearly had him on the ropes."
I glanced at him. "She?"
"Yeah. Trigger Happy, or Happy for short. Of course, you'd know her by her real name: Maxine Winters."
I lowered the Mean Ol' Broad, lightheaded all of a sudden. "Maxine? You saw her?"
"I did. She wanted to kill me at first, but we worked it out. I understand the two of you have a history."
I swallowed hard, throat suddenly constricted. "History. Yeah, you can say that."
"Well, I'm pretty sure she wants to kill you. She was taking out all the former members of the Youth Program before she hooked up with the Nimrod squad. That's all beside the point, though. She took it to Kilgore, toe-to-toe before he managed to get the upper hand and escape. The anti-aberrant suppressors worked then, and I believe they'll work now."
They continued talking, but the sounds faded away, drowned out by the sound of my pulse pounding like a jackhammer right between the eyes. Maxine. Kilgore hadn't been lying after all. I remembered her voice like it was yesterday, the hesitancy when she gazed into my eyes and asked a simple question…
"Do you think it will always be like this?"
I turned away from peering through the window blinds. "What will?"
Maxine looked at me, a crooked smile on her lips. "You know — you and me. When this job is over, will this thing … is it just the moment, or do you think we actually have a shot at something?"
I bent over, planting a kiss on her forehead. "I'm putting my life on the line for this, Max. What does that tell you?"
"Tells me something is wrong."
"What?"
"Your face — I can always tell when something is bothering you."
I sighed, turning toward the window again. "It's just last-minute jitters, I guess. Where the hell is Kilgore? He should have made contact by now."
"There you go again with the Kilgore stuff. I told you — he's dependable. I give the orders, he follows them. Simple as that. There's no need to be jealous, Mike."
The apartment was small but comfortable, modestly furnished and pleasant smelling: citrus and honeysuckle from the fragrance plug in the wall. Maxine lay across the bed, propped on her elbows, dark hair fanned across her face. I sat on the edge of the mattress, feeling as uncomfortable as she was relaxed.
"I just don't trust him, Max. You need to be careful."
"Careful about what? He's been by my side the entire time, risking his life for the cause the same as me. We've been in the trenches together. He's solid, Mike."
"I don't know…"
She placed a hand on top of mine. "Look at me, Michael."
I looked at her, face softening. She had that effect every time, practically hypnotizing me with her liquid gaze. She smiled as if reading my thoughts.
"Do you trust me?"
"You know I do."
"If you trust me, you can trust Kilgore. Okay?"
I hesitated.
"Okay?"
I nodded reluctantly. "Okay."
* * *
I clamped a hand over my mouth as my vision blurred with imprisoned tears. When my memories merged at Hunter's place, the ugly recollections of what happed to Maxine surfaced as well, so dark and guilt-ridden that I'd instantly smothered them again. I thought she was dead, thought I was party to her murder, however coerced it was. But she was alive…
"Mike?"
I glanced up. Poddar, Kessler, and Flask stared at me with diminishing degrees of concern. Kessler raised an eyebrow. "Kinda lost you for a minute."
"I'm fine. Heard everything. You're going with Flask to Central Core to see if the suppressants you brought can be inserted into the weather system. Since it rains all the time, it should be easy — so long as the suppressants activate at just the right time, since the supply is limited. Our job will be to flush Kilgore out and get him to an open environment so that his abilities get shorted out long enough for us to take him down. Should be a walk in the park. That about cover it?"
"Pretty much, except for the walk in the park. I'm headed to Central Core with Captain Flask. I'll keep in touch and keep you posted if surveillance gets a hit. Meanwhile, you work things on your end, and hopefully something shakes loose."
"HSSC Agent and Police Captain working arm and arm? Good luck with that. Me and Poddar are going to the mattresses in the meantime. See ya on the other side."
Poddar glanced at me as we went back up the stairwell, where the rain greeted us with wet slaps to the face. "Going to the mattresses?"
I tilted the rim of my Bogart over my eyes. "Yeah, Poddar. We're going to war with the skels that sold the explosives Kilgore used to blow up that building. Figure they might know a little more about him, like where he's laying dormy right about now."
"You sure you want to start a war on top of everything else you have on your plate?"
A hard grin slid across my face. "Definitely."

Chapter 7: Hitting the Mattresses

Maxine's tires skidded when they hit another darkened street corner, splashing water over the curb. Thankfully there wasn't anyone on the sidewalk. With the attack Downtown, anyone with good sense was huddling indoors, eyes glued to their picjectors in paralyzed horror, watching the events play out in their living rooms with holographic clarity. They would wonder if another attack was imminent, and if so: where? When? Families would gather, folks would check in on their loved ones, fear would spread like a virus, circulating quickly from one person to the next. Even in a city like New Haven, a single act of unexpected violence could bring the populace to their knees. Rich or poor, the same terror infected tenement buildings and plush penthouse suites alike. For a brief, agonizing moment, everyone was the same.
Since police cruisers and floaters were all over the place and I didn't wanna get pulled over, I had Maxine in undercover mode. Any scans or pings by law enforcement drones and cameras would read her as a police unit, registered to Detective Tribble, 66th Precinct. He didn't exist, of course, but Flask let me borrow a badge once and I never returned it. Instead, I ran it by a hacker by the name of Lord Troll, who made sure to tie it permanently into the system, making me a ghost in the police network.
I called him up via Maxine's private line. "LT, I need a favor."
Lord Troll's face appeared on the console monitor, light glinting from the numerous spiked piercings across his brow and nose. Oversized goggles covered his eyes, glowing like fluorescent lanterns. "Pig's arse, Mick. You give orders, not ask for favors."
"That's right, LT. But at least the pay is good."
"That it is, mate. What can I do you for this time?"
"Need to get into the police department's system."
"That bloody all? Figured you'd at least make it a challenge. I left a back door last time I was in, so it's no prob to regain access." The sound of insanely fast keyboard clicking followed. "And piece of piss: I'm back in. What are we looking at?"
"Flask has his people tracking a unique energy signature."
"Lemme guess: it's the slager that blew up Power Central."
"Points to you, LT. I figure their best will still be a step behind. That's where you come in."
"You want me to run the data and see if I can figure out where this bloody ratbag is hiding out, that it?"
"You got it."
"All right, I'll crunch the numbers, jack the surveillance systems, and get back with you. Might take a while 'cause these signals aren't worth a zack unless the hoon can teleport across town."
"You'd be surprised. I'll send the file on the guy. Get back to me when you get something."
"No worries."
Poddar gave me an unreadable glance as the console went dark. "Didn't you and Benny take that guy down a while back?"
"Yeah, back when the HSSC was paying him to help Natalie track me."
"And now he's working for you."
"He's more freelance, but he knows to answer when I call."
Poddar sat in silence for a moment. "Is there anyone that doesn't answer when you call?"
"Yeah — you, for one. But if you're asking if I'm some sort of Mafioso boss, the answer is: it's complicated. I'm made moves — some unconsciously — that I'm just now coming to grips with. If I've been suffering from dissociative identity disorder, then I've been doing things as Hunter that Mick Trubble had no memory of. Figuring it all out hasn't been simple, or easy to swallow."
"So, what do I call you, anyway? All this back and forth is hard to keep up with."
My fingers tightened on the steering wheel. "Mike Trudo. Everything else is an alias at this point. If I'm gonna take ownership of everything I've done, I gotta start with accepting who I am. Michael Trudo: orphaned gutter rat turned HSSC agent turned amnesiac Troubleshooter."
"And what now?"
"Now I'm my own man trying to stop a maniac from destroying the Haven. That's all I can focus on right now. Anything else is a distraction I can't afford to focus on."
"Fine. Where are we headed?"
"Playing a hunch. Lemme make a call."
I tapped a contact on the console. Ben the Bear's broad face flashed on the monitor, looking decidedly stressed.
"Mick. I was just about to call you."
"Great timing, kid. Did you do what I asked?"
"Yeah, but I gotta tell you — my uncle didn't like it one bit."
"I don't give a damn what your uncle Flacco likes. He got the other families together?"
Benny winced at my tone. "Yeah, they're all here. Well, most of them, anyway."
"Someone pull a no-show?"
"Yeah — the Goryachevas. Not really a big deal, 'cause the Russians are always late to sit-downs. Figure they'll show up any minute now."
"I don't think so, Benny. They must have thought about the timing: a meeting right after a high-profile terrorist attack? They figured it for a setup."
"Why would they think that, Mick?"
"'Cause they're guilty of dealing the explosives to Kilgore, that's why. And since that's now a fact, they're holed up in their most secure safe-house, hoping the extra security and hired thugs will scare off anyone that comes asking questions. Too bad for them."
"That's a pretty loaded accusation, Mick. I don’t think any of the other families are gonna go to war unless you got some proof."
"They don't need to. Me and Poddar are handling that wetwork ourselves. You just keep everyone else occupied until we're through."
Benny's face nearly crumpled. "You're going after the Goryachevas by yourselves? What am I gonna tell my uncle? I got five families all looking crossways at each other, trying to figure out what's going on."
"You're a smart lug — think of something. Meantime, I got work to do." I shut the call down, cutting off the view of Benny's worried face.
I glanced at Poddar. "Last chance to jump ship before the storm hits."
He barked a laugh. "I'm pretty sure you'd be dead in fifteen seconds if I'm not there to back you up."
I grinned. "Didn’t know you cared."
* * *
Maxine plowed through the massive metal gate as if it was plastic, careening down the long driveway toward the Goryacheva stronghold: a stately manor of columns, turrets, and blue, slate-tiled roofing with walls of granite, solid as a fortress. Sentry guns attached to the lampposts opened fire, ricocheting off Maxine's armored alloy. The sound was nearly deafening and didn’t do Maxine's paint job any favors. Already in auto-defense mode, she spun, sliding across the wet asphalt in a complete circle with her newly-installed headlight gatlings blazing and targeted missiles firing from the side housing. Her superior firepower quickly outmatched the Russian's defenses, taking out their sentry guns, pockmarking the mansion walls, and shattering stained-glass windows. When Maxine skidded to a halt in front of the manor doors, we dove out, shrouded by the considerable smoke created by the exchange.
Poddar took a few steps and jumped as if rockets fired from his shoes, leaping to the second-story terrace where guards emerged to respond to the intrusion. I heard the sounds of close-quarters combat as I charged forward, ramming the heavily ornamented double doors and smashing them inward. The impact barely registered against the enhancer skin I wore that operated as a second set of reinforced muscle. The exodermis constricted and relaxed, doubling my strength and speed. I didn't even feel hampered by the armored vest protecting my torso.
Thrown off-balance by the ease of my break-in, I tumbled inside and slid across the slick ceramic tiles, spying three lugs running from a side room where a card game was abandoned on the table. The brutes could have been brothers with similar bulky builds, broad foreheads, and cheap suits. Another factor in common was the Thompson machine guns they all toted. Mech-enhanced to fire plasma rounds for substantial damage, they made a lot of noise when unloading. Lights on my vest flashed, triggered by threat detection to disorient and draw fire to the armor instead of any unprotected parts. Most of the shots missed, tearing up furniture and shredding expensive wallpaper. A few rounds pinged off the vest, feeling like featherweight punches I shrugged off as I regained my footing.
One, two, three booming shots from the Mean Ol’ Broad, and they went down before they could throw more lead. Toppling against polished oak cabinets, they upset what looked like costly glassware, all of which shattered as everything hit the floor. I kept moving, hearing the sound of big shoes stomping from the hallway. Pulling a pulse grenade from the harness across my chest, I pressed the button on the side and sent it rolling their direction. I barely caught sight of the group of oversized suits and wide eyes before the grenade detonated, creating a sphere of ionized energy that trapped any carbon matter in its field and disintegrated it by way of implosion. A humming sound, an electric charge in the air, and an explosion in reverse redecorated the walls with abstract blotches of sizzling DNA.
The house rumbled as the nature-warping destruction ate a perfect circle into the walls and floors. Gunshots thundered upstairs, where Poddar dealt with the goons up there. One of the injured men crashed through an interior window, broke the railing, and fell to the bottom floor with bone-crunching force. I leaped over the body and burst into the next room, where a savory menagerie of scents hit me in the face.
The immaculate table overflowed with silver candlesticks and dinnerware, the food still warm, steam wafting from bowls of Baikal fish pelmeni, baskets of pirozhki meat pies, plates of beef stroganoff, Kamchatka crab, Olivier salad, and honey cakes alongside pitchers of beer and bottles of vodka. All the piping hot deliciousness reminded me that I hadn't eaten since my morning meeting with Flask, and I couldn't help holstering my iron and a picking up pirozhki as I passed.
"Such a podonok," Madame Goryacheva said as she entered from the opposite end, aiming a retro scattergun at me. She wore all black like a widow, from wide-brimmed hat to boots. A scowl carved lines on her mature face as she motioned to her bodyguard of five bruisers with murderous glares on their ugly mugs. They toted an assortment of weapons that ranged from sawed-offs, pistols, and even a few edged weapons for some reason. I figured they wanted to be shot first and be put out of their misery.
I charged the HFM on my left hand with a flick of my wrist and kept my fist trained on her while I took a bite of the pirozhki and savored the flavor of ground beef, mushrooms, onions, and rice. "Mmm. Not bad. In fact, this might end with me walking away with a doggie bag instead of dropping more of your boys like dead weight, if you play your cards right."
A hard smile touched her lips. "You think so? Then you are durak, Mick Trubble. I spared your life once. I won't make mistake twice."
"I don't think you realize the severity of your situation, Madame Goryacheva. Because I got four shots left in this revolver, and no matter what happens, one of them is gonna carve a peephole through your brainpan. Unless you give me a reason to change my mind, that is. Now, I know you sold Kilgore the explosives that took out the Power Central building. That blood is on your hands. You can make amends by telling me where I can find him."
"You understand nothing, Troubleshooter. Don't be upset because I sold to a higher bidder. The reason I had to deal the explosives is the same reason I can say nothing. You're no longer the most dangerous golovorez in New Haven, and since that is true, you have no power."
"Better be sure, 'cause you're a few seconds away from having no life."
"You fire that weapon and you're a dead man, Trubble. My Igor is taking care of your friend upstairs. After he finishes, he will take care of you."
The ceiling rattled from the force of heavy impacts above. I kept my attention on the Russians, a smirk on my face. "I wouldn't bet on that."
As if on cue, the ceiling collapsed, and two bodies slammed onto the table, breaking it in two in a shower of shattered timber and crumbling drywall. It took a second for the chalky dust to clear enough to see that Poddar stood on top of the unconscious body of a literal giant: nearly eight feet of misshapen muscle that could only be the Igor that Madame Goryacheva spoke of just a second earlier. Poddar's laser-edged talwar protruded from the big lug's chest. Madame Goryacheva's eyes widened in shock.
"Igor! What have you done to my baby boy?" Enraged, she raised the scattergun. The HFM fired when I squeezed my palm, and she screamed as she tumbled backward. I kept blasting, dropping three of the trouble boys as they wavered between checking on her or attacking. Poddar flew from the table at the remaining two, his already formidable speed and strength enhanced by the exodermis skin under his clothes. As he made savage work of the duo, I dropped to one knee beside Madame Goryacheva, who clutched her injured shoulder with clenched teeth, glaring at me with red-rimmed eyes. "You are monsters. Prishju!"
"Monsters? Lady, you ain't got the slightest idea." I ignored her ire, feeling my face harden into something cold and feral as I pulled the Mean Ol' Broad and aimed right between her eyes. "Call off the backup unless you wanna get more of your family killed."
"I'll do nothing, bastard. Poshyel k chyertu." She followed the insult by spitting in my face.
I kept my composure, wiping the saliva away with a hard smile. "Go to hell? You got two seconds before I send you there unless you get smart very fast. Call off your backup chopper squads before you get on my bad side."
Her face trembled with rage and pain, but she complied, tapping a sequence on her holoband.
"Smart move." I placed a gasper between my teeth and let it dangle there as I spoke. "Now, I was gracious enough to only hit you with a stun blast, because you still have valuable information that I need, like the location of your friend Kilgore. Of course, if you don't spill, then you're no longer valuable." I jabbed the muzzle of the Mean Ol' Broad against her temple. "If you're not valuable, I got no reason to let you live another second, vrubatsa? Nod your head if you comprehend."
She nodded.
* * *
"She was an old lady," Poddar muttered.
City lights dripped across the windshield like liquid jewels as Maxine raced across the wet asphalt. The amount of water on the streets was terrible, even for a city like New Haven. Unfortunately, I had suspicions where it originated from, and it was nothing but bad news if my hunch was correct.
I glanced at Poddar, eyes narrowing. "She's a mob boss, in case that flew over your sentimental head. Means she deals hop, guns, and explosives, Ace. Not to mention leaving a lot of bodies to push daisies. The lady's put more stiffs in the ground than the local mortician, so save your sympathy."
"You didn't have to threaten to kill her."
"You're right — I should have buried a slug in her head and been done with it. That's what Hunter would have done. So, she better thank her lucky stars that I got my act together before our little visit. But because I chose mercy over sensibleness, I'll have droppers on my back for the rest of my life — or the rest of hers, depending on how I feel once we put Kilgore on ice."
"Yeah, if she even gave you the right info. She could have been just gassing us so we'd breeze."
"Not a chance."
"How can you know?"
"When you got someone dead to rights, you can read 'em like a newspaper. I know from experience that no one's more honest than when they got a gun to their head. No, she gave up Kilgore, all right. I know that just like I know she tipped him off as soon as we lit out of there."
"You're sure about that?"
"It's what I'd do if I'd just been taken down and humiliated. Why let me take out an ally when she can take out an enemy just as quickly? She'll never recover while I'm still breathing, so you can be sure she's betting on Kilgore taking us out."
"If that's the case, why the hell are we heading right into a trap?"
Maxine screeched to a halt, sliding across the water-slicked street before stopping at a curb. I glanced at Poddar. "You're not. This is where you get out."
* * *
Turned out Kilgore's hideout was in a familiar neighborhood. I knew the Flats like I knew my own face because I lived there for my duration in New Haven. It was a maze of darkened streets, steel and brick buildings, tenements and industrial districts, latticework bridges and electromagnetic tram rails, heavy shadows and dim neon lights. Fog enshrouded the buildings, concealing the crumbling remains of what was once the heart of the city.
I knew Kilgore was too smart to fall for the autopilot trick. He'd have electric eyes: cameras, scanners, infrared — more than enough to confirm if I was actually in Maxine or not. I had to be there to draw him out, or he'd sniff out the trap and pull a no-show. I figured he'd try to snipe me from an alley or window of one of the towering, decrepit tenement buildings that loomed like dying giants over the gloomy streets.
Instead, he waited for me in the middle of the street. Barely visible in the shadows and pouring rain, unarmed with his fists clenched at his sides.
A grin spread across my face. "Wanna play chicken, pal? Suits me just fine."
I flipped the targeting switches, highlighting Kilgore with a glowing red target icon. Nothing to do but open fire after that, unloading with the newly installed gatlings from Maxine's headlamps. I felt the vibrations from my seat as bullets exploded from the muzzles at the rate of six thousand rounds per minute. Not that I had that much, but dammed if the raw power didn't make me feel like some primordial god of death.
I should have known Kilgore had a counterplan to being gunned down in the middle of the street from a hailstorm of bullets. A nearly invisible energy shield shimmered around him as the slugs harmlessly ricocheted off the surface, doing a helluva job of damaging the nearby buildings and vehicles. I didn’t have time to hope no one was in the line of fire because by then, Maxine was close enough to Kilgore that his animal grin was visible. I gritted my teeth and braced for impact.
The shield dropped at the last possible second, and Kilgore moved just as quickly: a blur that somehow whirled just out of the way as Maxine hurtled past. A quick thump against the passenger side of the vehicle and I was three hundred yards down the avenue, staring at Kilgore dwindling in the rearview.
"The hell was that sound, Maxine?"
I found out when the explosive detonated, shredding the side of the vehicle and slamming into me with the force of a runaway train. Maxine threw up a protective alloy plate from the center console at the last moment, somewhat blunting the concussive blast. The windshield shattered into glittering cubes, and my head rebounded against the side window, splintering it in spiderweb fashion in the time it took for Armor Foam impact gel to spill from the vents and fill the driver compartment. A few seconds of weightlessness was followed by disorienting flashes of street, buildings, air traffic, and neon flickers before Maxine skidded to a halt in a shower of sparks and the assaulting scent of scorched metal.
When I blinked my eyes open, the world was upside down. The Armor Foam did an excellent job of protecting against injury, but it had me encased up to the neck, trapping my arms after hardening to its insulated form.
I coughed until my lungs hurt before finally clearing my chest enough to gasp out a few words. "Damage report, Maxine."
“Motor damage irreparable. Rear and front axles irreparable. Control system irreparable. Tires—”
“Why don’t you skip to something that’s not irreparable?”
“Ejection seat is functioning.”
“Why the hell would I eject while upside down?”
“Incoming missile strike is imminent.”
Craning my neck, I saw what she was talking about. About a hundred yards or so, Kilgore strode down the empty street, a missile launcher casually propped on his shoulder. I had no idea where he got it from, but having already witnessed him summoning weapons from midair, I wasn’t exactly shocked.
“You had one job, Trudo,” he shouted while moving the launcher to fire position. “You couldn’t even get that right.”
“Goodbye, Mr. Trubble,” Maxine said.
The jets fired from the side of the seat, expelling me from the driver compartment in a blast of compressed air. The torpedo struck a millisecond later, destroying what was left of Maxine and nearly scorching me in the explosion. As the driver's seat skipped across the watery street, I could only watch as she disintegrated in a cloud of flame and smoke.
It was like seeing a dream die.
The damaged seat slammed into a building across the avenue, jarring hard enough to break the hardened foam apart. With my arms freed, I disengaged the seatbelt and fell face-first into water high enough to nearly submerge me. Sputtering, I raised my head.
Kilgore took his time walking across the street, a thermal semiautomatic in one hand. Pushing myself to my knees, I placed my sodden Bogart on my head, soaking it anew with streams of rainwater as my eyes scanned the upper portions of the building down the street, where Poddar was supposed to be, sniper rifle at the ready.
Where the hell are you, Poddar? The trap is set — take the shot!
Kilgore interrupted my thoughts by planting the muzzle of the handgun against my temple. I furiously glared upward, the only defiant act I had left in my arsenal.
Kilgore grinned. "Looks like I underestimated you, Mike. Good news, though: it won't ever happen again."
All I heard was thunder.

Chapter 8: No Pain, No Gain

The pulse-blast from my HFM fired point-blank into Kilgore's midsection. He grunted, stumbling backward a few paces. I flicked my wrist to charge again, seriously regretting not taking the tutorial to learn how to switch from stun to kill.
Kilgore took advantage of my confusion to pivot and kick me in the chest. Agony, weightlessness, and then I slammed back into the building wall. The bricks cracked from the impact, raising a cloud of dust that dotted my head and shoulders when I slumped into a puddle of muddy water. My vision blurred, creating hazy images of two Kilgores approaching to finish the job.
A bullet tore a hole through his shoulder, painting the surrounding rain crimson for a split second. Even as the impact spun him around, his other hand flashed electric-white, and out of the blue he held an automatic grenade launcher, somehow targeting and firing the weapon one-handed with uncanny precision while falling backward. The rounds thumped from the muzzle and exploded on impact, engulfing the opposite building's upper floors in flame and flying debris. Maybe Poddar was quick enough to avoid the blast, but I didn't see how that was possible. I stared in shock as fiery rubble hit the wet sidewalks and streets, creating clouds of hissing steam.
Kilgore didn't pay his injury any attention. Hitting the ground, he dropped the launcher, rolled, and seized me by the collar, hoisting me with one hand when he stood. Every bone in my body rattled when he slammed me into the graffiti-ridden building. As I futilely tried to break his grip, I realized that even my exodermis-enhanced strength was no match for his metahuman muscles. He smirked at my surprised expression.
"Nice plan, Mike. Reminds me of old times. But I wonder how willing your friend would have been if he knew your part in all of this?"
"I don't know," I gasped, reaching for the Mean Ol' Broad. "Guess we'll never find out, will we?"
Kilgore's hand shot out, grabbing my wrist with crushing force. It took him little effort to force my arm up, my hand trembling in front of my face. A wide grin creased his cheeks when he seized my trigger finger and yanked with brutal force. The popping sound seemed unnaturally loud, drowned out only by my startled yell as the pain instantly exploded across my entire hand and upper arm.
"That's for wasting time instead of following orders." He grabbed the next finger and repeated the action, doubling the agony. "And that's for showing up here trying to kill me."
I collapsed to the ground when he released his death grip on my collar, clutching my injured hand to my chest, jaw trembling as free-flowing water rushed over my legs, soaking my pants. To my relief, the sounds of sirens grew louder as police vehicles approached from the air and the street. I figured I'd use the distraction of the ensuing gunfight to crawl into the nearest sewer and float away with the rest of the city's useless waste.
Kilgore glanced at the rising waters. "I gotta say, flooding the Haven was quite the bold plan. I'm glad I was able to get my hands on an operation already set up in place. You know how the rest goes, Mike. The question is: will you deliver Faraday before it's too late? The clock is ticking, so stop wasting time trying to track me down. The only reason you're alive is that you know this place better than anyone, and Faraday was fixated on you. The two of you are connected. So focus on the mission, Agent Trudo. A lot of lives depend on it."
Dropping to one knee, he planted a fist against the ground. Electric arcs flashed around him, and in an instant, he vanished in a flash of sizzling energy, leaving sparks dancing across the waters to mark his passing. In the background, the building across the street still burned, the flames ignoring the downpour as they gnawed on steel and concrete.
Groaning, I sank back against the building wall, extracting a gasper from the deck and placing it between my bleeding lips. I managed to light it but started hacking after the first drag. When the police floaters dropped from the sky and unloaded troops of black-armored street sweepers, they found me choking with laughter like a madman under the harsh glare of red and blue lights.
* * *
"Your hand is injured," the robot officer said.
I sat under the awning of a police van, watching the androids work with the warm-blooded officers in securing the scene and inspecting the damaged building where I expected to hear the worst about Poddar's condition. I brushed off the copper's concern with a dismissive gesture.
"No kidding, Mack. With those keen observational skills, it's no wonder you're showing up late at crime scenes. What was your name again?"
His eyed flashed. "Officer Link 3022 at your service."
"Leave him alone, Mick," Natasha said, dabbing at my face with some nanocream from her medimech kit. One of the first on the scene, she immediately fell into her familiar role of nurse to her favorite Troubleshooter. "He's a great partner and a top-notch officer."
Link's inexpressive face somehow looked pleased. "Thank you, Officer Luzzatti."
I glanced at Natasha from the corner of my eye. "You wanna tell me what this is all about?"
"What do you mean?"
"This police officer business. I turn my back for a few months, and you enlist in the Academy?"
"Graduated top of the class."
"Congrats and all, but why?"
Her eyes narrowed. "Why not?"
"Why not? Because you can get in the way of a stray bullet if you're not careful."
"I almost died minding my own business when the Red-Eyed Killer killed my parents, Mick. I can catch a bullet walking down the sidewalk at any moment in this place. I can’t stop that, and neither can you. But what I can do is choose to try to make a difference."
I grunted as Link examined my fingers. "You wanna make a difference, go run for office like your boyfriend."
Her stare turned challenging. "You think politics are any safer than police work? Do you know how many death threats Matt gets every time he tries to change something that doesn't want to be changed around here?"
I paused, thinking about what I knew about the system, how easily Hunter had greased palms, worked through loopholes and dirty suits, then used intimidation and blackmail to accomplish anything he wanted to on the legislative level. "You got me there, kiddo. But that doesn't mean—"
"Do you know what being helpless feels like, Mick?"
I gazed into her dark eyes, seeing the anguish glimmer for a few seconds before she hardened her face. I clenched my jaw and nodded. "Yeah, Natasha. I know what it feels like."
"Then you know that it's a vice on your chest. Fingers wound tightly around your throat. It's being terrified at shadows, glancing over your shoulder every time you walk out the door. That's not how I want to live my life. So, I decided to do something about it. This is my choice, Mick. It's like I told you once — you can't protect me. And I can't expect you to. I have to protect myself. That's why I chose this job — for myself. You might not like it, but you should respect the choice."
I nodded, feeling a surge of pride despite myself. "Okay, Natasha. Sometimes I forget that—"
I cut off in mid-sentence, standing up as a pair of androids emerged from the ruined tenement, bearing an injured Poddar on their shoulders. Dark blood fanned across half his face, his suit was singed, one leg dragged, and a bandage covered one eye. He was alive, though — which was the only thing that mattered.
I raised a hand and was about to call out, but right at that second Link popped my fingers back into the sockets, resulting in an unmanly scream ripping from my throat instead.
* * *
"I'm sorry, Mick. I thought I had a shot."
With the blood cleaned away, Poddar looked a little better than half-dead. A medical patch covered one eye, and his burned suit and shirt were stripped away, leaving his enhancer skin, which gleamed like scales in rainbow hues. His burns were mainly superficial, tended to by the white-and-blue medical androids. But it was the expression on his face that concerned me. For the first time, he looked defeated.
His next words confirmed it. "I don't think we can beat this guy. He's too fast. Never seen anyone move like that. Had a clean shot and still missed. This enhancer skin might have saved my life, but I don't think both of us together can be half a match for him. He's … not human."
I sighed, watching the hosers douse Maxine's remains with dry chemicals. Nothing recognizable remained of her — just a smoking, skeletal chassis of what once was the smoothest ride in the city. She'd been a part of my life nearly the entire time in New Haven, and losing her damn near felt like losing a partner. My teeth grit together. "He's human, all right. I'll prove it when I put a bullet in his brain."
A derisive snort made him wince in pain. "You're still running off of delusional fuel, Mick? The only reason we're still alive is that he's been toying with us. We're not even worth the effort of finishing off."
"His mistake, not mine." I gave Poddar a critical glance, not liking what I saw. His gaze was downcast, his shoulders slumped. It was the posture of a broken man. I gave him a friendly slap on the back. "Look, you gotta shake this off. Take a minute and get yourself together. I got an appointment across town."
He didn’t even glance up. "Yeah, okay."
"The safe box in Maxine's trunk with our extra weapons and gear should still be in one piece. Make sure you get it, okay? I'll meet up later."
"Safe box. Yeah, whatever."
Sighing, I tapped the datcom in my ear. "You there, LT?"
Lord Troll's angular, smirking face appeared on my holoband screen. "Right-o, mate."
"Please tell me you caught all of that?"
"You mean the wanker that torched your pretty ride and handed your arse to you? Too right, defo got that. Gonna post it on YouVid, get a few milly streams in no time."
"You got a tag on the guy yet?"
"A bloke that can teleport across the entire Haven? No, not just yet, Cap."
"Well, try harder, LT. Get back when you pin him down."
"Don't go crook on me, Mick. I'm a hacker, not a bloody metahuman hunter. I'll touch back later."
When the transmission ended, I waved Natasha over. "Listen to me for once. You need to get the hell out of here."
She gave me a flat stare. "Didn't you listen to anything I said earlier? It's not gonna happen, Mick. You have to stop this paternal thing about telling me what to do. I love you, but enough is enough."
That hurt more than I let it show, but I took it like a man. "I'm not talking about your job this time, Natasha. I'm talking about this flood problem." I gestured to the ankle-deep waters that turned the street into the fast-flowing stream.
"What about it? It always rains, Mick. It's a bit more than normal, but—"
"It's not normal at all, understand? It's gonna get a lot worse. The labcoats in Environmental are probably sweating bullets right now. Kilgore didn't blow that building up just to prove a point. He knew what was underneath."
Her eyebrows raised. "What's underneath?"
"The entire hydro-recycling center. Clean water, weather creation — all of it. The rain isn't gonna stop, and the piping system is blown wide open. This place is gonna flood, and it's gonna happen quickly. You need to think about evacuating before mass panic gridlocks everything and makes it impossible."
"Evacuation? Are you serious? If that's true, then the Council needs to know. We need to get the word out that—"
My teeth gritted in frustration. "That's exactly what you don't need to do. This place looks massive, but it's just a bubble ready to pop if things get out of hand. And that's what's gonna happen if seven hundred thousand people go gashouse in the streets. Don't you think the Council already knows what's going on? They're working on it right now, but they're smart enough not to leak the news to the public. You need to be just as smart. I can pull some strings and get you on the next tram outta here if you say the word."
"Why? How hard can it be to fix the problem? There can't be enough water to flood this entire Haven."
"You don't know the half, Natasha. You don't have the slightest clue where this Haven is and how it escapes massive infiltration. But the same thing that protects it can be turned against it, and that's exactly what's happening now. This place needs to be evacuated, and you should get the hell outta here before the panic starts."
Her face hardened. "I'm not tucking tail and running when people need help."
"Why not? This place is a swamp. Greed and corruption are what makes it tick. You don't owe anyone here a damn thing."
"I took an oath."
"Those are just words, Natasha. Sound bites, nothing more. Spoken in reverence and trampled in the mud at the earliest inconvenience. Trust me — I know from experience."
"How can you say that after all the work you've done to help people, Mick? I don't know what's changed you now, but don't act like you never cared."
I dropped my head, scowling. "And for what? Nothing's changed. Besides, that persona was a misguided creation of some eccentric mad scientist. I'm back to being Mike Trudo again, get it?"
Sadness crept into her eyes. "I don't even know what that means."
"It means I got enough trouble on my plate without worrying about trying to save a city that could care less about me or anyone else. Now, are you gonna take me up on the offer or what?"
She folded her arms. "I already told you — no way."
Taking a deep breath, I forced an uncaring expression. "Don't say I didn’t warn you. Can you at least look out for Poddar in the meantime? I gotta take a meeting."
"A meeting in the middle of all this? I didn’t even finish getting a statement from you guys."
"Poddar's not going anywhere. Get it from him."
"This better be a matter of life or death."
"It is — for Flacco."
She frowned. "Moe Flacco? You're meeting up with the biggest Mob boss in the Haven in the middle of a disaster. Why?"
My jaw clenched. "To see why he lied to my face. And to figure out how I'm gonna make him pay for it."
* * *
I caught a cabbie to Flacco's grand mansion in the Heights, missing Maxine the entire trip. Having to sit in an automated wheeler instead of my sleek Duesy was injury to insult, but it gave me time to plan my next few moves. I'd had enough of playing checkers and was ready to set up the chessboard. Kilgore wasn't the man I used to know, and he wasn't the average five-and-dime goon either. He was an unpredictable wild card playing a game where he made all the rules.
About time I changed that. But first, I had to wrap up some loose ends. And none were looser than my ties to the Borgata. The scowling group of guards at the mansion door made that point clear when they stomped down the steps and surrounded me.
The security detail confiscated The Mean Ol' Broad before letting me through the door. A trio of hulking bruisers ushered me to a private room in the mansion that featured a masculine display of teak wood, stainless steel furnishings, and the heady fragrance of spicy cigar smoke. There were three other people in the room, all of them familiar to me: No-Nose Nate, Electra Flacco, and of course, the main man himself: the capo dei capi, Moe Flacco.
He sat in an overstuffed leather armchair, a cigar between his thick fingers, bulldog eyes staring regretfully. He looked exhausted, as if weighted by burdens normal men wouldn't understand. His slick, iron-colored hair gleamed like newly minted nickel, and the tailored rags on his frame cost more than I made in a year. Electra sat beside him, dressed in all-black: bosom-pushing lacy corset, mid-length jacket, pencil skirt, long gloves, and stiletto boots. Gold bracelets clacked on her wrist, and a gasper trailed smoke from its place in the long-stemmed holder between her fingers. A coy smile matched the amusement in her eyes when she looked at me.
No-Nose Nate gave me a friendly nod, rubbing a finger alongside his golden-plated schnozzle. He practically glowed in his canary-yellow suit, tempered only by the black dress shirt, gloves, and shoes. I caught a flicker of unease in his furtive glance, dropping his eyes quickly when I met his gaze.
My trigger finger itched.
Moe Flacco gestured to the seat in front of him. "Have a seat, Mick."
I made myself comfortable, but not enough to miss No-Nose Nate taking a casual walk until strategically standing behind me.
Moe pointed to a side table, where a silver-trimmed cigar case sat temptingly. "Smoke?"
"Don't mind if I do." Selecting a Cuban, I lit it with the equally-elaborate lighter. I immediately regretted taking a drag when the poison hit my lungs. I managed not to break into a coughing fit, but just barely. The effort of holding back raised my body temperature and made my eyes water. A bead of sweat slid down my temple.
Moe took it all in with a heavy-lidded stare. "I been hearing about you on the wire, Mick. Whispers that you're not doing so good. And now — look at you. You look like someone used your face to bash down a wall."
"Never been better," I managed to gasp. "Got any doubts, ask Madame Goryacheva."
He took a long drag on his Cuban as if to spite me. "I heard about the Russians. You never wanted a meet, did you? You just wanted to stir the pot, see who got froggy. I take it they had something to do tonight's explosion?"
"They only supplied the explosives. I wanted the man who triggered them."
Moe tilted his head. "And this man. I take it that you tracked him down?"
"Yeah."
"Good. Then it's over." His eyebrows rose expectantly, knowing full well it wasn't over.
I shifted in my seat. "Not yet."
"You mean … he got the best of you."
Leaning back in my seat, I gave him my best devil-may-care grin. "It happens, Flacco. Until it doesn't."
"Guess that's why we've all been wary of you, Mick. Either you're the most dangerous man alive, or the luckiest one. Either way, you've been a wild card in the game for a long time. But you know just like anyone else that every game comes to its end sooner or later."
"Is that so? Sounds like you heads of fam have been doing some chatting in your little group therapy session, Flacco."
He exhaled a casual stream of smoke. "Something of the sort. There's a lot of resentment toward you, Mick. Since you surfaced, you've had quite the run taking our people down." He ticked the names off on his fingers. "Big Louie. Pike. Tommy Tsunami. Now Madame Goryacheva. Not to mention your more clandestine activities."
I raised a wry eyebrow. "Clandestine? Do tell."
His jaw stiffened. "You know what I'm talking about. Running around with your hat low and your face covered. Moving and talking like an entirely different person. This Hunter alias you created, building a nearly invisible operation that undermines all that the collective families have worked for. You got Greco working for you, coming up big after being a clown for so long. Vitto sharking loans and real estate in your name like a boss. A lotta small fries turning into big earners, all of them working for you. You thought I didn't know? I've known ever since you attacked my crew and framed Pike for the hit. I gave you a pass on that because it benefitted my operation in the long run. Had I known you'd be building an empire behind the scenes, I would have rubbed you out right then and there."
A tight smile curved my lips. "You're one to talk, Flacco. What would your people think if they knew you were working with the HSSC?"
I had to hand it to ol' Flacco. An accusation of that sort should have sent him into shocked silence or murderous rage, but instead, he barely batted an eye. "You're talking about the situation with your psychotic ex-girlfriend."
"The situation being you helped her fake her death so she could escape? Yeah, that situation."
I enjoyed a cold smirk while gauging the reactions. I couldn't see No-Nose Nate directly, but I saw his shadow stiffen at the remarks. Electra was much easier to read, even if she kept her face nearly as expressionless as Flacco. But the sidelong glance, the slight firming of her lips spoke volumes. When she met my gaze with eyes glimmering with anger, I knew I had her.
Flacco didn't appear to notice. "Natalie had insurance in that situation. She had my wife—capiche? While we were beating the streets for my daughter's killer, your Natalie took out six of my best enforcers and had one of her men hold my wife hostage in a remote location with one way to keep her alive: sparing Natalie. I didn't know until the last minute, right when I had my gun pointed at Natalie's head. I got a call through my datcom with instructions on what to do. I wasn't going to lose a wife in addition to a daughter, so I chose to be diplomatic. I only grazed her head with that shot, made it appear like an execution. That's called compromise, Mick. Not cooperation."
I shrugged. "Not sure if the rest of the fam will be able to see the difference."
"They won't have to, because that information will never leave this room. You see, that experience taught me something. Natalie was never the problem, Mick — you were. Take you out of the equation, and Sophia never dies. My wife never gets kidnapped. The HSSC never infiltrates New Haven. My operation keeps running like a well-oiled machine. Do you see what I'm getting at? So, looks like it's up to me to do what I should have done from the beginning: take you out of the equation."
It was mighty gracious of Flacco to give himself away, but I was watching No-Nose Nate's shadow from the corner of my eye anyway. So when he unwound a garrote wire and tried to use it to try to strangle me, I was plenty prepared. My arm snapped up at the last second, stopping the cable with a wrist protected by my exodermis suit that enhanced my strength and kept him from using his weight against me. My other hand seized his necktie, yanked him over my shoulder, and slammed him into the mosaic carpeting with enough force to splinter the hardwood underneath. A savage punch directly into his prosthetic nose was enough to stun him for the second it took a close-range gunshot to boom like thunder in the room.
When I looked up, Moe slumped over in his chair, head blown open by the Ruger revolver in Electra's hand. She glanced at me, a tiny smile on her lips.
"Like I said, Mick: you and me aren't meant to live quiet lives."

Chapter 9: Blood for Blood

No-Nose Nate clutched his damaged prosthetic, blood streaming through his fingers as his eyes widened. "You killed Moe? Your own family — what the hell, Electra?"
Her upper lip curled. "You heard it from his own mouth, Nate. He worked with the Feds, going against everything we stand for."
"For his wife, damn it. Don't tell me you wouldn't—"
Her eyes glinted dangerously. "I wouldn't. You don't form attachments in this business. Business and reputation before everything. If you get soft, you get smoked. That's the main thing Moe taught us. If he wanted a happy little married life then he should have retired."
No-Nose Nate lurched to his feet, wincing. "And you think you'll lead the family now? You're kidding yourself, Electra. After what you did, even the lowest soldato will fill you with daylight without blinking."
She raised the revolver, face as steely as the gunmetal. "Like the dead man said: that information will never leave this room."
Nate barely had time to look shocked before his head snapped back in an explosion of pink spray. He was already dead by the time his limp body slammed into the floor.
I cut a glance at Electra. "Wasn't Nate your brother?"
"Stepbrother." She turned and fired two times at the window, carefully angling her shots. "The room is soundproof, so we have a minute to get the story straight before I let the guards in. The word is that an assassin got on the grounds and took them out, okay?"
I rubbed my chin, looking at the stiffs. "Anyone looking at the evidence will see the glass on the outside, not in here. Won't take a rocket scientist to figure out what happened."
"In a few seconds, this place will be filled with soldiers trampling over any forensic evidence, none of them very bright. With all the family heads on grounds, it won't take much to convince everyone that one of them attempted a coup. No cops will ever be allowed to examine the scene because they'll never hear about this. You can use the chaos to get the hell out of here before anyone starts to grow a brain."
"You sure about this, Electra? Flacco wasn't the only one who wanted my head on a platter — all the other family heads agreed too. If word gets out that you helped me, you're gonna make a lot of enemies real quick."
Tucking the gun away in her clutch, she shrugged. "The family heads are right where I want them, Mick. They wanted confirmation of your death before they called it a night. Right now they're in the ballroom, drinking too much and enjoying themselves. Perfect time to pin Moe's murder on someone in the group. By the time I'm through, they'll either be kissing the ring or put in New Haven trench coats. No one's gonna be thinking about Mick Trubble for a long time."
Removing my Bogart, I scrubbed a hand through my hair. "I owe you big time, Electra. I know we have our thing, but I didn't think you'd go all out for me like this."
"For you?" She smiled, giving my cheek an affectionate pat. "You know me better than that, Mick. This is for me. Moe was losing his grip, and he had to go for the family to be strong. And I'll be the one to lead us back to power like he did in the old days."
"You won't have a city left if I can't stop Kilgore. It's time I hit the streets, sweetheart."
Wrapping her fingers around the back of my neck, she pulled my head down for an aggressive kiss. I was just relaxing under the pressure when her teeth sank into my bottom lip, drawing blood. I yanked back, hand drifting to my mouth. "What was that for?"
She grinned, tongue sliding across her mouth. "Blood for blood, Mick. I shed some for you; now I take some. It's crazy — you're the only lover that I didn't eventually want to kill. Guess I wouldn't mind if I saw you again after this is all over."
We both knew it was goodbye, but neither of us had the guts to call it. After what I just witnessed, I should have been grateful. I gave her my most charming smile. "Hey, if I live through the night, then maybe that'll happen. No promises, though."
"No expectations. You ready?"
I nodded. "Let's do it."
She yanked the door open and yelled for the guards.
* * *
Minutes later, I stood with Ben the Bear in Flacco's garage. The grounds buzzed with frantic guards, and the manor itself was on lockdown with most of New Haven's criminal honchos sweating it out under the heat of Electra's fury. I was pretty sure I heard a few muffled gunshots earlier — someone with a backbone that she had to make an example of, if my hunch was correct. While everything around us was in a state of controlled chaos, Benny and I got a rare moment of quiet in a cavernous parking deck with gleaming, streamlined rollers and floaters that testified for the late Flacco's extravagant taste.
Benny handed me the Mean Ol' Broad. "Your beanshooter. Got it back from the safe."
"Much appreciated, Ace."
He looked terrible — beefy face crestfallen, shoulders slumped. He heaved a heavy sigh. "I can't believe it. First Sophia, now Zio — gone."
I laid a comforting hand on his shoulder, feeling only a slight stab of guilt. "I'm sorry, Benny."
He glanced down with a look like a wounded bear. "Were they gunning for him, or you?"
I shook my head. "Don't know."
"When I started working for you in the Gaiden, everyone told me it was better to stay in the family. They said you were bad news, too dangerous to be around. I didn't believe them. You kept me around when everyone wrote me off. I learned about being tough, being brave from you. You're the guy I thought I wanted to be like."
I pulled a flask from my pocket and downed a swallow, trying not to wince when the burn ate at my insides. I offered it to Benny. "And now?"
He took a swallow, eyes staring into the distance, where the city lights flickered like a million multicolored candles. "Now, I'm not so sure. No one around you is safe, Mick. We're all just … collateral damage."
I felt the truth of his words settle on my shoulders like a sack of stones. Taking the flask back, I slipped it into my pocket. "You're right, Benny. That's why you gotta stay behind on this one."
"No way, Mick. If someone's after you, then I gotta be there to watch your back."
"Not this time. Hey — listen to me. I got a reckoning coming, understand? My life has been an ugly chain of events, every link bringing me to this moment. The endgame, Benny. When I go to war this time, I'm holding nothing back. No lifelines, no retreat. The last thing I need is another body on my conscience. You can't take this ride with me, Benny. You got too much to live for."
"What are you saying, Mick — you're not coming back? If that's the case, I definitely gotta go. Who's got your back if it ain't me?"
"Not this time. This Haven and everything in it are gonna change, Benny. There won't be any choice but to join the rest of the world. No matter what happens, I won't be around for the aftermath. If I live through this, I got plans that don't include staying here."
"What plans?"
"There's … someone I gotta find. Someone I owe a lot to and gotta settle up with. It doesn’t matter, Benny. I can't stay, and you got Electra to think about. She's in a precarious situation — no matter how she pretends otherwise. She needs soldiers right now, Benny. People she can trust. You gotta watch her back. That's what your uncle would want, after all."
I watched him wrestle with conflicting loyalties for a moment before finally nodding like I knew he would. "Okay, Mick. You win. I'll stick around and look out for Electra. Just promise to take care of yourself. Maybe I'll see you after this is over."
"Yeah, maybe." I extended a hand that Benny immediately tried to break with his oversized grabbers. But being the macho man I was, I barely whimpered.
* * *
Seconds later, I hovered over the city in the last thing I wanted to be in: a floater, courtesy of Flacco's expensive garage. It didn't matter that it was a sleek dream of a vehicle, retro-fashioned after the Auburn Boattail Speedster of the Art Deco age if memory served me right — which it always did. I had nothing but bad experiences in flying vehicles, but with the city streets flooding, there was no other rational option. So I had to suffer the leather-cushioned interior, state-of-the-art flight system, and sexy long body style with hooded fenders. Usually, the design would have taken my breath away, but all I saw was the pouring rain.
I knew the reason why New Haven was doomed to drown unless the Council made the ultimate decision: to give up the Haven. I figured they were frantically working to stem the ruptured water lines, but what they didn't know was that the damage was done. The lowest parts of the city were already swamped, the buildings invaded by a cold, unfeeling enemy that couldn't be threatened or bargained with.
Just like Kilgore.
The sky was nearly empty of other floaters, most grounded to free the airlanes for emergency fliers and enforcement units on the manhunt. My vehicle still had a police unit tag via my holoband, so I was automatically cleared as I flew into one of the city canyons, where dark buildings towered on either side like metallic mountains. Rain sloshed against the windshield, reducing the outer world to glimmering specks and murky silhouettes. The autonav system took care of the flying, leaving me alone with my increasingly gloomy thoughts. To the darkest moment of my life…
"What the hell are you doing here?"
Kilgore smirked at me from the door of Maxine's apartment. "That's no way to greet a fellow agent."
Heat flushed through my veins, scalding my face, breaking my pores out in sweat. "Agent? You know what our plans are, Ethan."
He leaned against the doorframe so casually that someone else might have mistaken it for boredom. But Kilgore was never bored. Even relaxed, he was dangerous — capable of instantaneous violence at a moment's notice. "Yeah, those plans have changed."
"By who?"
"By Natalie."
My heart nearly exploded from my chest at the mention of her name. Kilgore grinned at my discomfort, but I barely noticed. If Natalie was there, then she knew. She knew that me and Natalie were planning to leave the HSSC and join the rebels, fighting against our fellow agents. And if she knew that, we were as good as dead.
I glanced around, noting the shadowed alleys where agents were no doubt stationed, infrared and nightvision goggles activated. Up above, several darkened windows — perfect locations for snipers. Kilgore could stand there without concern because I'd be gunned down before I could carry out any form of attack.
He nodded as if reading my thoughts. "Time to face the music, Mikey."
I swallowed, limbs trembling as I followed him inside. The small apartment felt instantly claustrophobic, clammy with the sensations of fear and weeping, thick with the scent of newly shed blood. I had to force myself to enter the tiny dining area, where several other Agents stood around the table, faces grim. Franklin Newman gave me a shaky nod from where he stood in the corner, looking pale. Torture always made him queasy.
Natalie turned from her work when I entered, a pleasant smile on her face and a surgical scalpel in her hand. "There you are, Mike."
"Natalie." Raspy-voiced, I could barely speak.
"Good job in closing the mission out. Kilgore reports that you performed to the utmost, finding out exactly what the traitor was up to. Thanks to your collaborative efforts, Chicago will finally be under UH control again."
Kilgore stood beside me with his arms folded and a blank expression on his face. He lied to cover me, but I couldn't figure out why. He knew what me and Maxine were planning. He knew I distrusted him, practically hated him, but he kept my treason out of his report.
Natalie glanced down at the table with a sneer. "Or when I get every last drop of information out of this disloyal bitch, that is."
When her unforgiving eyes met mine, I realized the truth. She was behind Kilgore's discretion. She knew if the word got out, I was finished. Trial, judgment, execution. And there was no way she'd ever let that happen — not by anyone's hands but hers. She'd cover for me, wipe away my mistakes, preserve my reputation as an Agent … and she'd make sure my punishment was equal to her efforts.
Sure enough, malice glinted in her gaze when she waved me over. "Come and see."
All eyes were on me when I stepped forward, steeling myself for the worst. Unable to face the horror of the moment, I retreated into the darkness inside, where the other waited. The one with cold eyes and a black heart, detached from emotion, focused only on survival. It was the only way to endure as the other Agents cleared back so I could see what Natalie had done, how she had punished Maxine for my transgressions.
My mind turned blank, lost in the void as I looked at the woman tied to the table like a hog before the slaughter. To Mike she was a woman he fell in love with, but to Hunter she was just another body. Natalie had been severe but methodical, making sure to stitch and patch, never allowing Maxine to lose consciousness even as she lost other parts of herself. Her face was practically unrecognizable, her entire right arm amputated. One eye was missing, but the other — the other stared at me, crazed with fear and agony, pleading for me to do something, anything to help her.
Instead, I did nothing.
Natalie draped a bloodstained hand around my neck, gazing through her lashes at her macabre work, a look of pride on her face. "Do you want a piece of this, Mike? Maybe add a few personal touches to make it complete?"
I never took my eyes off of Maxine. "Not my thing."
Natalie's eyes glimmered with rage even as she laughed. "No, you'd probably butcher her, wouldn't you? No matter, I was nearly finished. I think she's told us everything, but I have to be absolutely sure, wouldn't you agree? And now that you're here to watch, I can administer the coup de grace."
Seconds later, Maxine's screams rang in my ears while I stood there, frozen in place, hidden behind Hunter's mask while huddled inside my head, sobbing in impotent helplessness.
And all the while, Kilgore watched me with a frozen grin on his face.
* * *
I winced, dismissing the ugly visions. I owed Maxine whatever payback she wanted to serve up, but first, I had to deal with Kilgore. I had to focus on what made him tick. Everyone had a weakness. Exploit it, and you could take them down. My years with the HSSC proved that. No one was invincible, and Kilgore was no exception. He was never a nihilist; he was a soldier. He betrayed Maxine because he was ordered to, and he covered my tracks for the same reason. He was a vessel in need of a purpose, something to motivate him to one end or the other.
What in the world was driving him now?
The last I'd heard, he quit the HSSC of his own accord, suddenly and without explanation. The next time his name popped up, he was making a rep for himself on Mars in the Red War. Something made him quit and head for the red sands of another planet. Something important. If I knew what it was, then maybe …
My holoband buzzed, and I took the call on the heads-up display. Agent Kessler's face flickered onto the screen, looking unexpectedly frustrated.
I gave him my most infuriating smirk. "Why the long face, Kessler — someone take the stick out of your ass?"
He didn't even crack a smile. "You remember the failsafe I told you about?"
"The one that dampens Kilgore's powers? What about it?"
"Let's just say things aren't going well. The Environmental Department is a madhouse right now. I'm talking mass panic. I can barely get a word in with any of the labcoats, and none of them have any idea how to install the device. They say the weather system is out of control, and they're all more concerned with trying to stop the flooding."
"You gotta keep at it, Kessler. That might be the deciding factor in taking down Kilgore."
"I'm aware, Mike. I don't think your friend Captain Flask likes me, either. Every time he shows up, I swear he's thinking about throwing me in a cell."
"You'll get used to it. Look, you might have to get your point across in a less diplomatic way, Kessler."
"Yeah? What would you suggest?'
"Putting a gun to someone's head always gets their attention and usually works better than saying pretty please."
Instead of scoffing, his expression turned thoughtful. "Might do the trick. I'll get back with you."
Immediately after he signed off, another call buzzed over. Lord Troll's narrow face flickered on the screen, eyes covered by oversized red goggles. "Had to move my equipment Uptown, 'cause my base was fragged by the bloody flooding."
"Yeah, that's not gonna stop anytime soon. You got something for me?"
"Just the same thing everyone else is getting. Message sent on all wavelengths and stations. It's Kilgore."
"Play it."
Lord Troll's profile was replaced by Kilgore's. He sat in a dark room with neon orbs glowing behind him. The bullet wound in his shoulder was nearly healed, puckered scar tissue that looked months old. Laser lights reflected from the surface of his mirrored aviators, and he wore his usual vacant expression.
"Residents of New Haven: you've witnessed the flooding of the lower depths, where those who have lived disadvantageous lives can no longer be ignored. And now, you've risen to the heights. You may think this a time for mourning, for panic. I'm here to tell you that it isn't. It's a time for revelations. A time for rising up."
I clicked over to Lord Troll. "Can you trace the signal?"
"Working on it."
Kilgore continued his deliberation. "You believe yourselves free residents, but in reality, most of you are slaves. Victims of memory implants and reprogramming that prevents you from asking questions about what's outside the protective shield that shrouds this Haven. What you don't know is that your existence is a fabrication, a façade created by Dr. Faraday and his minions to conceal the truth. At the Wake-Up rally midnight tonight, I'll prove it. Gather yourselves in Haven Square and prepare for the ultimate revelation in a display that your masters can't conceal or obstruct. The clock is ticking."
I knew that the last point was directly aimed at me, and I felt the countdown in my head. I knew what the result would be for the midnight gathering. If I didn't get him what he wanted, it was gonna be a bad night in New Haven. The worst, in fact. I knew it like I knew my reflection in the mirror, right down to the gritty little details.
Because it was all my fault.
I glanced at the time. Fifteen to ten, which gave me just over two hours before Kilgore pushed the Haven to the point of no return. Didn't give me much time, but I always was at my best when I didn't have any other choice.
I made a call to Natasha. Her face appeared on the heads-up display, slightly unfocused as though in motion. "What is it, Mick? I'm in the middle of something."
"Yeah, I see that. Are you Downtown? Don't tell me your boy Finn is still going through with this rally. Didn't everyone just see the message from Kilgore?"
"Yeah, we saw it. Matt says he won't let a terrorist force his hand. The rally is a lightning rod now, and everyone's converging to Haven Square. People are confused, angry, and grieving. They want answers, Mick. They want to know what's going on."
"Tell him to cancel, Natasha. The place is gonna go to hell. The synoids will turn on everyone — that's the plan. Get everyone outta there, pronto."
She shook her head. "I can't go to my captain with no proof of anything. How do you know any of this, anyway?"
"How do I know anything? I just know. Look, I'll go to Flask myself. Just stay away from that rally, okay? Promise me that, at least."
"I gotta go, Mick."
"Natasha? Did you hear what I said? Natasha?" I slammed a fist against the blank screen. "Dammit!"
Lord Troll buzzed back over. "Got a solid lock on his position, Mick."
"Good. Keep me posted. And do a full-city scan, looking for any rogue remote devices used to override synoid programming."
"You're not gonna head over there now? What the bloody hell did you have me doing this for?"
"Because I need to know he's not following me. If I go to him, it'll be another trap. Besides, I'm not exactly looking to get my ass kicked again. Keep an eye on him, LT. Set up a perimeter with drones to make sure you can follow him at all times. I need to know if he's on to me. And run that scan like I said. I don't know how Kilgore's gonna do it, but he's planning on taking over the synoids in the Haven. You need to find out how."
"Why me? What are you gonna be doing?"
"Taking care of business, LT. Kilgore wants me to find Faraday, so that's what I'm gonna do. But first, I gotta get some backup."
"Yeah? You going to your pals on the police force, that it?"
"Nope. Something better."
"What's better than coppers?"
I grinned. "Wildcats."

Chapter 10: Where the Heart Is

I took a look around. "Well, this wasn't what I expected."
The office of Councilwoman Vicky Deme was a shabby chic, modest-sized space brimming with oiled wood furniture and a wild assortment of exotic plants. A small white Bolognese pooch sat at a safe distance, watching me with wary eyes. The Councilwoman herself sat behind her medium-sized desk with a coy smile on her lips. Probably because I knew her by another name: Selene. And she was usually accompanied by a grizzled wolf, not a pint-sized doggy. With her frosted blond hair pinned up and horn-rimmed specs on, she didn't look anything like the notorious head of the Gutter Girls organization. But like everything in New Haven, looks were deceiving.
She shut down an array of holographic screens with a wave of her hand. "Hello, Mick. You don't have the look of a man coming to take me up on my offer."
"Surprised to find you in the Uppers, Selene. Thought you were the type to lurk in underground lairs and all."
"Melding with the common people has its advantages. I need to keep my fingers on the pulse of the city, and legislation is one way to accomplish that. Beats all the spying and shutterbugging. Too easy to get burned out when you're staring at screens all the time."
"Yeah, I wouldn't know."
She leaned back in her cushioned chair, pressing her perfectly manicured fingertips together. "I'm busy overseeing the departure of my agents and estates, Mick. You seem to be busy smashing your face into concrete walls. What can I help you with?"
"Protection."
She threw back her head and laughed. "You've got to be kidding me."
"Afraid not, sweetheart. I'm about out of options, and I'll need some serious soldiers at my back where I'm going."
"Why, Mick? I warned you what was coming. The Titanic hit the iceberg. It's time to board the first lifeboats available, not get into fights over the luggage. Kilgore is in control now, haven't you noticed? He's slaughtered more people than you can imagine and is harder to kill than a virus. So why would I send any of my girls to die on a fool's errand? To you they're just soldiers, but to me they're family. I don't waste family, Mick. Like you said earlier — you wouldn't know."
"That hurts my feelings, but I'll allow it. And if you knew where I was going, you'd probably risk it all to make sure I get in and out in one piece."
"Is that right? Where exactly are you going, Mick? You claim you don't have the god code, so what else can possibly be more valuable?"
"Howzabout the main man himself? I'm talking Dr. Glen Faraday: international man of misery."
Selene blinked. "You know where Dr. Faraday is?"
"You don't seem shocked to know he's still alive."
"Of course he's still alive. The whole prison act was an obvious fake. He'd never be caught so easily. The Faraday you encountered had to be a carbon copy."
"Carbon copy?"
"A synoid imprinted with Faraday's features and personality. Not easy to do, but Faraday's work with synoids rivals Maximillian Enterprises in complexity. The real Faraday was someone I worked with. Someone I thought I knew — until he pulled a disappearing act within the walls of this Haven. And you're saying somehow you know how to find him?"
"I got the keys to the kingdom, Selene. The question is: are you gonna be with me when I find out what's behind the door?"
Taking off the spectacles, she stood and walked toward the door. "You got your detail, Mick. Two squads should be enough to keep the heat off. And one more thing — I stay with you. Right by your side, every step of the way."
I tilted by Bogart so that it shadowed my eyes. "Wouldn't have it any other way."
* * *
It didn't take long for Selene to drop her Councilwoman persona and emerge as I knew her, just reinforced with combat armor over her tactical fatigues, and armed with an assortment of killing weapons. She sat shotgun in the floater as it glided between towering buildings and dipped around skywalks. Other floaters followed — two sleek, gunmetal airships carrying Selene's handpicked Wildcat soldiers. Rain fell in sheets, glimmering like shattered ice in the light of blazing neon billboards.
I glanced at her. "So, you knew about me the entire time?"
"That you were an HSSC assassin sent to kill Dr. Faraday? Of course I knew. Nothing goes on in this Haven that I don't know about."
Her self-assured tone of voice made me downright uncomfortable considering what I learned about Hunter's activities over the previous year. I cleared my throat, unable to ask what she knew about that. I figured if she knew the entire truth, she would have already killed me.
"And you never thought to tell me?"
She gave me a cool glance. "Tell you what? You wanted this, Mike. You were just a shell of a human, dead inside. You wanted to escape the clutches of your masters but didn't have the willpower or ingenuity. Faraday solved that by giving you a new life. I told him it was a mistake. That was the start of the rift between us, you know."
"Really?"
"Yes. I wanted to kill you. I told Faraday that what he attempted was too dangerous, too risky to our operation. But he insisted, compelled by ego and convinced that he could turn you into a useful ally. I suppose he imagined you as a protector, someone he could use to his advantage. That all fell apart the moment you awoke and tried to kill him, of course."
"Yeah, I bet."
"After that, things rapidly deteriorated. He activated his contingency plan: opened up the city boundaries, activated the synoids to complete the population, then used his carbon copy to place himself in the narrative."
"But in reality, he vanished."
"Exactly. Afraid for his life, he's been in hiding ever since. But his hand still stirred the pot if you knew where to look. Especially with you."
"What about me?"
"If you don’t think Faraday had a hand in guiding your ascendance then you need your head examined. A long sequence of fortuitous events led you to become the most dangerous man in New Haven. You being a man, I'm sure you credited your charm and lethal skills. You might be formidable, but you've had help along the way, Mike. Your own fairy godfather made sure you bumbled your way to the top every time."
I shifted in my seat, wincing from the bruises I'd collected in the last few hours. "The top, huh? I thought it would be a little more comfortable than this."
"You'd be wrong. The king of the mountain sits on a precarious throne — remember that."
I glanced outside the window. "Yeah, but it's one helluva view."
Even with the nonstop rain, the city glowed as if the towering structures wore radiant skins. From our height, it was impossible to see the traffic below, but I imagined the crowds of people streaming to Haven Square, the center of festivity and opulence in the city. Every New Year, the district filled to bursting with revelers celebrating new beginnings. And in just a few hours, the Square would be just as packed, if not more so. It was a recipe for disaster under any circumstances, but it was about to go nuclear if Kilgore wasn’t stopped. I knew what was going to happen as sure as if looking into the future.
I glanced down when my holoband buzzed. Captain Flask's gruff face appeared on the screen. "What is it, Mike?"
"Shut down the rally, Flask. I don't care how you do it, just get it done. Matter of life and death — I don't have time to explain."
He frowned. "I bet you don't. Why can't we track your band, Mike? You shouldn't be able to go dark like this."
"Are you seriously gonna go all law and order on me right now? Didn't you hear what I just said?"
"Yeah, I heard. Thing is, I can't do anything about it. This thing is out of control. Too many bodies, not enough cops. I'd have to go full riot mode to get any attention, and there's no way in hell I'm gonna do that to a bunch of people gathering to mourn their losses."
"Not even to save their lives? I'm telling you, Kilgore is gonna—"
"I've got the place swamped with badges. We're scanning every nearby building and even under the streets for killer metahumans or explosives. We got it under control, Mike. Right now, I need to know exactly where you are."
My eyes narrowed. "Why?"
"Because I just got word of some severe charges against you, Mike. And if even half are true, you need to turn yourself in right now. I don't want to distract an already loaded situation with a second manhunt, but I'll do it if I have to. Don't force my hand. Think about Natasha. How she will feel when the order comes from dispatch. Do the right thing, Mike."
"Yeah, I don't think so, Flask. Lemme guess: you got an info dump from an anonymous source, loaded with accusations against my person. No need to answer, I know you did. An obvious ploy from Kilgore to distract you from focusing on what he's about to do. No matter how damning the so-called evidence, you know me, Flask. You don’t know Kilgore. And I'm telling you, he's gonna kill a lot of people tonight if you don't act right now."
"I don't know who to trust or believe right now, Mike. I thought you were Mick Trubble all this time, and you aren't. So, I don't know who the hell you are. You have fifteen minutes to voluntarily turn yourself in. After that, the order goes out, and God help you then."
"God's got nothing to do with this, Flask. I'll think it over."
As I shut down the transmission, Selene studied me from the corner of her eyes. "What was that about?"
"Just another day in the life, Selene. Kilgore will do whatever it takes to keep me off his trail, even if it means manipulating the boys in black. What else is new?" I clicked over to Lord Troll's number. "I need another favor, LT."
"Bloody hell, Mick. It's only been a few minutes. Do me a favor and piss off, mate — I'll call you if I find anything, got it?"
"It's a simple request this time. I need a scan of a building. Look for a hidden room or level that's off the blueprints. Sending you the address now."
"Right, gimme a tic." His profile rocked as he searched via his holovisor. "Okay, got it. You're right — I spy an extra room off the books. Twentieth level."
I sighed. "Of course it is. Much appreciated, LT. Send the info to my holoband if you please."
"Coming your way now."
I pulled the scan up after he severed the connection. "Guess there's only one option left to stop this from happening."
Selene took a curious glance at the readout. "Lots of heat in there. I'm thinking servers or lab equipment. Faraday?"
"That's right. The good doctor himself. I'm gonna pull him outta hiding if I gotta do it by a gun to his head."
"I certainly wouldn't stop you. It would be nice if I knew where we're going, though."
I glanced out the window as the floater lowered into the depths of the Flats district, hovering by one of the massive tenement buildings. "We're here."
She glanced at the building's red neon letters in surprise. "The Luzzatti? This is your old apartment building, Mick."
A thin smile slid across my face. "You bet it is. Like Mayor Beck told me before his circuits burned out: home is where the heart is."
* * *
The building was two stories deep in water and flooding fast. Emergency pumps worked overtime to slow the damage, but there was nowhere for the water to go. We had to be quick, and I wasn't sure if there was enough time. There never was. Everything I'd experienced in New Haven sank into dark waters, leaving nothing but murky shadows to attest to ever having happened at all. I wasn’t too upset about it, though. I had stolen time and a life, and every thief got caught sooner or later.
Like the wise man said: all good things came to an end.
The floater docked at the twentieth story, hovering in place so that we could exit, shoot out a couple of windows, and leap inside. The room was deserted, clothes and belongings scattered as the former occupants scrambled to pack whatever they could carry before evacuating with the rest of the tenants. I knew Natasha had made the safe passage of her tenants a priority, and probably had them safely housed Uptown somewhere. Her simple life belied the fact that she was ripe with berries on account of her rental property, so she could afford the hit to her pocketbook. The rest was insured, and she'd be able to recoup after things were over.
If there was anything left to recover.
Selene leaped in after me, eyes searching and inferno handgun sweeping the room. "Why here, Mick? Did you know all this time?"
I headed out the room toward the hallway. "No, I was going off a hunch. I wasn't all the way sure until you said something a few seconds ago."
"I did?"
"What you said about Faraday watching out for me behind the scenes. I've been trying to figure out what Beck meant when he said Faraday was at home. But he didn't mean Faraday's home. He meant mine. The only place where I ever felt safe and relaxed. Here, at the Luzzatti. Just like you said, I didn't end up here by coincidence. Faraday was pulling strings, guiding me to his place of hiding. I thought I was protecting Natasha's folks, but in reality, I was guarding Faraday. Securing the Luzzatti, making sure everyone knew if they came around with anything less than goodwill, they'd have to deal with me."
"He certainly couldn't have chosen a better guard dog."
"Tell me about it. All the while, he's been secured with no one the wiser. Until now, that is."
A trio of Wildcats followed on our heels, geared up in sleek black catsuits and armed to the teeth. They were old friends, which meant the only ones I knew by name: Red-haired Kelly, dark-haired Christina, and Jen, a blonde. All three were battle-tested soldiers, and hard as nails to boot. We'd had our share of ups and downs, but I was actually glad to see them. Christina nodded to Selene.
"I have the others securing the floor. Anyone trying to get inside will have to go through us."
I grunted. "Hope you got something that can slow down a teleporting metahuman super-soldier, or you're all gonna catch a case of the New Haven Blues real quick."
She smirked confidently. "I didn't know you cared so much, Mick. Don't worry — we have a few surprises for Kilgore if he dares to show up."
"Can't wait to find out." Guided by the readout on my holoband, I stopped in front of a familiar door: 2046. "Well, I'll be damned."
"Your old apartment."
I pushed the door open. "Guess no one's taken my spot since I moved out."
The room was near-empty and smelled like dusty neglect. The tattered remains of my old futon still remained, along with a lonely heavy punching bag I didn't bother taking with me when I moved. Grainy dust floated in the air, shimmering in the neon-painted light streaming from the blinds. I slid the closet door open, staring at the sheetrock in the back.
"According to the scan, the doorway is somewhere in here."
Selene glanced around the bare walls. "You said something about having a key?"
"Yeah, that might help." I pulled the drive from my pocket and pointed it at the wall, moving slowly as if scanning. The tip pulsed blue, and in response, a green circle appeared near the wall joints, small as a digital doorbell. I inserted the drive into the port.
The wall slid open in response.
Sterile air fanned across my face, along with the scent of hot electronics. I glanced at Selene, who shrugged. We both entered the hidden room, lights blooming as we stepped inside. The sleek, streamlined chamber featured only two colors: white and black. The rest was glass and stainless steel. There wasn't much to see, but cunning lines in the floor and walls practically shouted the potential for a lot of hidden equipment. It appeared to double as a tech and bio-engineering lab, eerily similar to the one I recalled from flashbacks to my first encounter with Faraday. Then, I'd awakened as Hunter in the middle of his memory reprogramming and nearly killed him. I just hoped history wouldn't repeat itself the second go-around.
I paused by a white, pill-shaped pod the size of a coffin. Placing a hand on the viewscreen caused the light to bloom on inside. I involuntarily snatched my hand back at the sight.
It looked like a corpse.
I motioned to Selene. "Dead man inside. Think it's Faraday?"
Being smarter than me, she looked at the control panel, where a readout was clearly displayed. "Not dead. He's in a state of hibernation, the machine doing the bare minimum to keep his body alive. Priority is given to his brain, which is completely healthy." She pursed her lips. "More than healthy."
"What does that mean?"
She pointed at the display. "Look at the readings. Brain wave activity is off the charts, double that of a normal person. Whatever he's doing, it's taking a lot of psionic energy."
I took a closer look at the man's face, recognizing nothing of the person I met in prison not so long ago. That Faraday had been a carbon copy, which meant he looked exactly like the real man. The person inside the stasis pod was just a withered husk: jutting cheekbones, shriveled lips, brittle hair, and the pallor of an unhealthy carcass.
"Is it him? I can't tell."
Selene shook her head, looking rattled. "I don’t know. He's unrecognizable."
"Why the hell would someone do this to themselves?"
A rich, instantly familiar voice spoke from behind us. "The future, of course. The evolution of humanity can't be pursued without sacrifice, after all."
We turned around, staring at the profile projected holographically from the ceiling. Glen Faraday's expression was as coy as ever, a smug smile on his face. He appeared just as I remembered: silver-haired, weathered features, and cold, calculating eyes.
"Hello, Michael. Hello, Selene. It's past time that we talk, wouldn't you say?"

Chapter 11: The Elysian

I tilted my Bogart back and frowned. "What the hell is going on, Faraday? Is this your shriveled corpse or what?"
"That 'shriveled corpse,' is indeed me — in a sense. I've had little use for my physical body lately, so excuse the rather unsettling appearance."
"Okay, so where are you? Or your brain, anyway. You got a lot to answer for, starting with how badly you screwed my head up. If you'd have done your job right, this Haven wouldn't be in the mess it is right now."
He peered at me, visage so lifelike in its holographic clarity. "Let's not pretend you had nothing to do with that, Michael. It's hard to complete an intricate memory overhaul when the subject wakes up with a different personality and tries to kill you."
"It's been a helluva long time since then, Faraday."
"Tell you what — let's talk about that, Michael. It's been a while since I entertained visitors from the outside world. Why don't you and Selene join me for a chat?"
"A chat? How are you gonna do that when you look like you need two years of physical therapy just to get out of this stasis pod?"
"Oh, I don't mean here in New Haven. I want you both to join me here in Elysia."
"Elysia? Where the hell is that?"
"What I've been working on the entire time I've been in New Haven. It's a fully immersive digital world, Michael. You wouldn't know this, but hundreds of millions of people around the world plug into Elysia every day. Many rent pods like the one you see here and spend months, even years there. It's quickly becoming a replacement for reality, a haven for those seeking to escape the real world. Nearly indistinguishable from the physical world, a place where you truly can be anyone and do anything."
"Oh yeah? How do we get in?"
His eyes slid to the side. As if remotely activated, twin panels slid open on the floor, and two sophisticated chairs emerged, equipped with cables and intravenous drip bags.
"You'll find a cable attached to the headrest that plugs into the data port behind your earlobe. That will transport you to the sector of Elysia where you can find me. I'll meet you there."
I gave the chair an uneasy glance. "Plug a wire into my brain? How do I know you won't wipe my memory or try to pull some kind of grift?"
"You don't. But you came here looking for me, Michael. This is the only way to accomplish your mission. So don't go frigid now — you're almost there. See you in Elysia." His profile dissipated as the transmission ended.
I looked at Selene. "The man has a point. No point in turning back now."
She nodded, turning to her captains. "Make sure the perimeter is secured."
Jen nodded. "We're on it."
As they coordinated with their fellow Wildcats, Selene motioned to the chairs. "Shall we?"
I sat in the nearest one, trying to act nonchalant. "No worries about jacking your brain into the infosphere?"
"Not the first time I've been to Elysia, Mike."
"It is for me," I muttered as I pulled the cord from the headrest. I hesitated for a second, feeling a bead of sweat slide down my temple. My pulse pounded as a hundred scenarios flicked through my head, each one worse than the last. But what choice did I have? I had to see it through to the end. I plugged the cable into the port behind my earlobe, hearing the click as it snapped into place. My vision flashed, blinded by sparkling dots of dazzling light.
Everything transformed.
* * *
My surroundings altered in drunken vision style: disorienting images and distorted shapes that slowly morphed into focus like a slap upside the head. One second I was in the hidden lab; the next I staggered onto the streets of a retro-styled city, similar at first glance to New Haven but only if the town reverted to the pre-Cataclysm 1940s era. The clothing styles didn't change too much: lots of men in floggers and fedoras, women in blazers, pleated skirts, and fashionable toppers. Some fashions never went out of style, so I blended right in. After I caught my breath and stopped staring like a fool, anyway.
Selene placed a hand on my shoulder. "Breathe, Mick. It's always a little disorienting the first time."
She was dressed in a stylish aviator jacket and sleek skirt, golden hair pinned up under a beret, looking completely at home as she strolled beside me, glancing at our surroundings. "Looks like Beck took us way back into time. He always did cling to the past."
Stars and stripes were everywhere, and the place had a celebratory air. The streets were crowded with people waving and shouting excitedly. I looked up as a squadron of shark-faced P-40 Warhawks roared by overhead, leaving streaks of vapor in their wake. Across the street, a handful of kids pointed and cheered, bright smiles on their faces. Steady crowds streamed in and out of a nine-story Beaux-Arts style building with Edw. Malley Co. emblazoned on the front. A group of teens loitered around a tall mounted clock on the corner of the street. I squinted at the street sign: Chapel and Temple.
Where the hell was I?
I tried to imitate Selene's coolness as we walked through a digital recreation of a bygone age, familiar enough but strangely alien at the same time. Glancing around, there was too much sunshine, and the sky was wide-open, shockingly blue and unobscured by looming skyscrapers and light pollution. No smog, no hazy streets, no air traffic, no hovercraft. Just rollers with sleek curves, buses, and cable cars transporting people to their destinations. There were a lot more smiles scattered around than I was used to. For the most part, people looked happy going about their business. The only difference from reality was everything was too perfect, like someone slapped a rosy filter on the entire town.
Thrusting my hands in my pockets, I strolled the avenue, soaking in the atmosphere. The experience was shockingly immersive: voices and sounds rang in my ears, the wind prickled the hairs on my neck. Dozens of scents tickled my nostrils: diesel fuel, fresh-baked cookies from the bakery, flowery perfume from a looker walking by, honeysuckle blooming on overhanging branches. The air in my lungs was cleaner than any I'd experienced, leaving me almost giddy from the sensation. My mind had no problem accepting the artificial reality, playing along as if in dream mode.
I turned to a freckle-faced, red-haired kid hawking newspapers on the sidewalk with the words New Haven Register printed across the top. "Hey, kid — gimme a paper."
He gave me a gap-toothed grin. "Sure thing, mister. That'll be a nickel."
I dug in my pocket, found a few coins, and gave him one. The headline shouted a proclamation in big block letters: PRESIDENT TRUMAN, CHURCHILL PROCLAIM VICTORY IN EUROPE, dated May 8, 1945.
"Hey, mister — this is a dollar."
I glanced down. "Keep the change, kid."
His eyes widened. "Gee — thanks, mister!"
"No prob. Say — I just got off the bus. So, this is New Haven, huh? What Territory is this?"
He pushed back his newsboy cap. "Territory? Don't you know where you are? Did ya just get back from the War?"
I looked at the paper. "The war? Oh yeah — just got back. Must've gotten off at the wrong stop. I guess I meant State, not Territory."
"This is New Haven, Connecticut. Were you in Germany? Did ya shoot any Nazis?"
A stout man in a storekeeper's apron stepped out of the nearby drugstore. "Hey, Jimmy — leave the nice man alone, now."
"But I was just asking—"
"I know you were." The man smiled. "He's a bit of a motormouth, but he means well."
I tipped my Bogart. "No problem at all."
"I overheard you saying you just back from the War."
"Sure did. Captain Michael Trudo, US Army."
He extended a hand. "Helluva thing, sir. Thank you for your service. Can't wait till we hand those Japs the same thing. Work's only halfway done, like Truman said."
"Tell me about it. Say — you wouldn't know a Glen Faraday, would you? Old friend — thought I'd check up on him while I'm here."
"Don't know a Glen Faraday, but there's Dr. Bernard Faraday, the physics whiz. He'll be at the university. Hardly ever leaves."
"Much appreciated."
"You need a lift?"
I glanced at Selene, who shook her head.
"No, thanks. We're taken care of."
I waved and continued walking, passing through crowds of celebrators cheering as a parade made its way along the street. Fire trucks and police cars with lights flashing, somber soldiers with rifles propped on shoulders, a marching band, and lines of gleaming black Lincoln Continentals with suited men and classy women waving to the crowds. I was so caught up in the atmosphere that I missed the mob of federal agents pushing their way through until they surrounded us. One of them pointed at Selene.
"Her. That's the one!"
She stiffened, hand darting to the inside of her coat. "What the hell?"
The feds shoved me aside as they rushed in, seized her arms, and pinned her to the storefront wall as onlookers stared in shock. Her green eyes glimmered in rage as she was cuffed. "This is Faraday's call, Mick. You tell him that I'm coming for him, one way or the other. Tell him that—"
She never finished her statement because the feds roughly snatched her up and shoved her into a waiting van. It squealed off when they slammed the doors, scattering townsfolk as it tore down the street, raising a cloud of dust and the stench of burnt rubber. I blinked, retreating into the safety of the crowd, but the feds didn't even look my direction at all as they yelled orders and settled the townspeople.
A sparkling onyx Cadillac Sixty Special pulled over to the curb right next to me. I was so distracted by the beauty of the ride that I almost missed the driver: slender, almond-complexion, oversized sunglasses shielding her eyes, and a leopard-print scarf wound around her dark, wavy hair. I recognized her immediately and somehow wasn't surprised to find her there.
Like she said once: she was always right where she needed to be.
I couldn't help smiling. "Hello, Ms. Sinn. What a surprise."
"Get in, Mike. We don't have a lot of time."
I entered on the passenger side, sliding into the cushioned interior and Sinn's scent of ginger and vanilla. She smoothly guided the Caddy down the street and away from the celebration, down avenues with neat colonial homes and manicured lawns. A tiny smile was on her ruby-stained lips, as if she knew my every thought and had a ready answer to every question I'd ask. Since she had a cyber-enhanced brain, that was probably the case.
"Don't worry about Selene, she'll be fine. For some reason, she closely resembles a German spy the FBI has been searching for. Bit of a mix-up, that's all. They won't be able to hold her for long, though. She is quite … formidable."
I grinned. "I take it Faraday didn't want her to be party to our little conversation."
"Precisely."
"So where exactly—?"
You're wondering where I am right now. Physically, that is. I'm not too far, actually. I've crunched the numbers and determined that you will need transportation out of the city, so I'm arranging that for you."
"I got no plans on leaving, sweetheart."
"You recently found out that Maxine Winters is still alive. I don't even need to run behavior algorithms to know that nothing other than death will stop you from trying to find her again."
I blinked, surprised at how easily she predicted my thoughts. Then again, the best dames always could. "Back when we first met — did you know?"
"About Maxine Winters? No, but soon afterward I did. She and her newly-formed Nimrod Squad recently popped up on our radar in an explosive manner. After gathering all intel, it was easy to connect her to you."
"You could have given me a heads-up, Sinn."
"Information isn't free, Mike. You know how it is."
I glowered. "Yeah, I know exactly how it is. Shadowy agencies, manipulation, players and pieces."
She patted my hand. "Aw, don't be mad. I come bearing gifts. There's a pack of Lucky Strikes in the glove compartment."
My hand paused over the button. "Yeah, smoking's not exactly doing my lungs any favors these days."
"That's in the real world, Mike. Here, you're free of any of those physical constraints."
I wasted no time taking out a gasper and lighting it via the automotive cigarette lighter. A few seconds later, the poison hit my lungs and shot across my system. I heaved an appreciative sigh.
"Didn't know how much I missed these until right now."
"Technically, those are much worse. Way before scientists developed cloned tobacco products that eliminated most of the toxic chemicals. But like I said, they can't harm you here. Now for the real gift. It's a name: Merlin."
I looked at her expectantly.
She laughed at my expression. "That's all, Mike."
"Merlin? What kind of gift is that?"
"One that Kilgore invaded the Los Nuevos Haven to retrieve. He kidnapped a top-level General's family, used the leverage to force the General to gather a band of Red War veterans to take over the Haven. But Kilgore was really there for another purpose: to use the Haven's advanced computing systems to find a single person."
"Merlin."
"Exactly. He covered his tracks so that no one could recover the information, but I can access data that normal people can't."
"Of course you can, with your enhanced brain. But still … Merlin? That's all you were able to find?"
"That and a location."
"Where?"
"California. We're monitoring the situation, but the important thing is that Kilgore went through an immense amount of time and effort into finding Merlin. From what we've learned, it might be Kilgore's child."
"Kilgore has a kid?"
"The age fits: Merlin is around eighteen years old. That's valuable information."
I rubbed my chin. "Eighteen years. Running the numbers back, that would be around the time Kilgore quit the HSSC. Can't be a coincidence."
"There are no coincidences, Mike. If the math is good, there are only facts."
"I'll keep it in mind." I glanced at the homes and trees that blurred by. "So, this is Elysia. Unbelievable."
"Unbelievable? This is only a tiny section of Elysia, far more private and secure than the rest of the domain. Elysia is immeasurably vast, divided into millions of worlds and sectors, each as detailed and immersive as this one. Here, you can be anyone and do anything."
"So, all people have to do is just jack themselves into the system? How can you determine what's real and what's not?"
"The mind-jack you used was far more advanced than what most users experience. Elysia is visited by hundreds of millions every day, most requiring stasis in hibernation pods to fully immerse themselves. They are fed intravenously for the duration of their stay; their bodies stimulated artificially to avoid muscle atrophy."
"Are you serious? How long are these people in hibernation?"
"Anywhere from weeks to years, depending on their purpose and intent. Most are on vacation or seeking thrills. But for some, digital immersion has become the new frontier. For them, it's a lifestyle that they want to preserve for as long as possible."
I shook my head. "Sounds a lot like the stasis chambers created for the survivors of the Cataclysm. Drifting in a dreamworld for centuries, then awakened to this world. Lots of those folks lost their minds. They called them Defrosts. I met one — a kid named Petey, who thought he was immortal, living for ages. Well, he got on my bad side and found out he wasn't unkillable after all. Point is: if he got that messed up, how many more like him exist? This place is a lot more dangerous than it looks."
"Every new technology is dangerous in the wrong hands or with the wrong people, Mick. Elysia has proven highly addictive, affecting brain cells similarly to narcotics when used long-term. The dependency has led to activity also associated with narcotics: broken families, theft, robbery, violence, and murder."
"No surprises there. What does surprise me is that you'd approve of this digital wonderland nonsense. I thought you were on the side of the angels, sweetheart."
"Angels live in heaven, Mike. Our world is anything but. Surely someone like you would understand that you have to use the tools available to you to get a job done. Elysia is a tool like any other."
"And what's the job you're trying to get done?"
A smile touched her lips. "A brave new world, Mike. We're here."
She pulled onto the Yale University parking lot, where students crowded the grounds, celebrating the wartime victory. Streamers floated in the air, and flags waved back and forth. I paused for a second, watching with a sense of wistful regret. What they experienced was something I never had: youthful optimism. When I was their age, I had already killed dozens of people. Before that, there was only hunger, anger, and the animalistic need to survive. My grade school was the seedy underworld of Chicago streets, my university the Youth Program of the HSSC, where I was forced to kill fellow students to graduate.
Ms. Sinn studied my face. "Quite a sight, isn't it?"
I stuck a gasper between my teeth and lit it, exhaling a cloud of smoke. "Yeah, you'd almost believe they're real people."
"Some of them are."
"You're jerking my chain."
"Not at all. Elysia is always a mix of Immersers and Interactives. Not unlike your Haven, when you think about the synoid population."
"Yeah, I try not to."
"Ignoring a situation won't make it go away, Mike. Come on — Dr. Faraday is this way."
"Hold on a sec."
She paused, studying my face. "The answer is yes."
"I haven't even asked a question."
"You want to know if you can tell the difference between this world and the real one."
I tilted my Bogart and scratched my head. "Well, the thought crossed my mind. I've only been here a short amount of time, and already it feels as natural as breathing."
"The difference between Elysia and reality comes down to one simple thing, really."
"Yeah? What's that?"
"Pain."
"What about it?"
"Do you feel any?"
It hit me then — the fire in my lungs and guts was gone. Breathing wasn't an exhausting chore, and my body wasn't a battered sack of bruises.
She nodded. "Pain isn't popular in virtual worlds, Mick. People come here to escape it, unburden themselves of guilt, anxiety, and sorrow. You'll feel the difference when you return. For now, we have an appointment."
I followed her to an isolated part of the campus, around to a Roman-inspired, dome-roofed building marked Woolsey Hall. The interior was a massive auditorium with thousands of polished wooden seats, all empty save for one. I walked down the aisle and sat down next to Glen Faraday, who looked a helluva lot better than the dried-out version in his hidden lab.
He was the kind of old man whose wrinkles looked earned; every line carved as if to tell a story. White, thinning hair retreated from his brow, and his blue eyes were sharp, observant, and intelligent. He gave me a long, weighing look before speaking.
"Hello, Mike. I must say, you look far better than the last time we spoke."
"Is that right?"
"It is. Last time was through a proxy, of course. My carbon copy in the prison Selene put him in. Back then, you were a bit of a mess. Confused and unsure. Now, you seem more … complete."
"Yeah, if you call being united with your murderous split personality complete."
"My apologies for not doing my research. I didn't think to investigate your psychological records, so I was ignorant of your mental state. In my vanity, I felt I was significantly capable of handling your procedure without any glitches. I was wrong."
"So why not fix the problem?"
"Too dangerous. If you don't understand the complexities of manipulating the human mind, you simply cannot understand."
"You're right."
"Really?"
"Yeah — I don't understand. What did you do with Selene?"
His mouth tightened. "Selene and I don't share the same objectives, so I made sure she stays occupied for her duration. She's not a part of this discussion. What I have to share is for your ears only."
Ms. Sinn walked over to the symphonic organ centered in the front of the hall. Taking a seat on the bench, she began to play. I expected some horror-movie style of sound, but under her deft fingers and feet, soaring jazz music swelled and filled the chamber with fluid, harmonic sound.
Faraday nodded in time to the score. "Simple times, Mike. Did you enjoy your little trip back into history?"
"For what it was worth. Pre-Cataclysm life looks like something outta a picture show."
"This was a transitional time for the US and the world at large. Innocence was shattered in the first World War. By this time, the ideological viewpoint was already lost. The evils of dictators and the slaughter of millions stained the entire worldview. Patriotism was at an all-time high, but so was ignorance. The country started to see a different reflection behind the burnished coating of their nationalistic mirror, and they were frightened by what they beheld."
I placed a gasper between my lips and let it dangle there. "Yeah. I know the feeling. But before you go off on a tangent, let me cut in with a question: why?"
"That's a very broad question."
"Why here? What is this place to you?"
"Ah, yes." He glanced around at the ornate, Beaux-Arts style auditorium. "This is history, Mike. Not yours, but mine. One of my forefathers worked in this institute at the time, shaping the minds of the future."
"Bernard Faraday."
The old man smiled as if pleased. "That's right. He was one of the learned minds of his times, but no Einstein by any means. Perhaps that was why his rudimentary studies were ignored by the masses."
I sighed. "This is informative and all, but howzabout we cut to the part where it involves you and me, doc."
"Very well, Mike. My ancestor determined the presence of intrusive energy, mainly as a byproduct of Germany's obsession with it. Hitler was determined to unlock those secrets, and thank God he never succeeded. Aberrant energy in the hands of that man? History would have been altered forever."
"Aberrant energy. You're not the first person to mention that." I sat up straighter. "That's what caused the Cataclysm, wasn't it?"
"In a roundabout way. Long story short, Bernard Faraday thought the energy extraterrestrial in nature. The experts in Germany thought it as supernatural. They were both wrong. It was advanced technology. And it was ours."
"Ours? Like, made in America?"
"No, Mike. Like made in the future."
He paused, allowing me to sit in stunned silence. Ms. Sinn's organ music changed, altering to a more dramatic sound to match the moment.
"The future," I finally said. "Time travel."
"Time connection would be a better description. The short version is this: in the future, humanity abandons physical existence for digital: their bodies in suspended animation but their minds active, living out endless scenarios in a world much like Elysia: complete immersion. But whether by accident or sabotage, the mind-hive suffers a massive catastrophe, freeing the psionic energy of billions in a psychic supernova. At some point, a wormhole is created, connecting the future to the past. This mass collective of desperate minds tries to survive by the only way possible, projection through the wormhole connecting them to their source of origin."
I blinked, connecting the dots. "Here. They came back to Earth."
"Their energy returned to Earth. In the collapsing spacetime tunnel, the mind-hive shredded, causing fragments to skip across time and invade our reality in nightmarish events called Aberrations. The phenomena culminated in a sequence of closely connected events: Desolation, Age of Imperials, Skygate Collapse, and finally, the Cataclysm. You know the rest: construction of the Havens, division of the Territories, and here we are."
"Here we are," I muttered. "Completely lost. Nice history lesson and all, but what the hell does that have to do with you or me?"
His expression saddened, and for a moment he looked ancient, a man with an impossible weight on his shoulders. "Quite simple, actually. I'm afraid that I may inadvertently be responsible for it all."
"You? Come on, Faraday — there's no way for you to know that."
"No? Consider this: Bernard Faraday possessed samples from the remnants of an energy device known as Die Glocke. Have you heard of it?"
"Way before my time, Doc."
He nodded. "Indeed, but history should never be forgotten. The Allied Forces thought it was an experimental Nazi weapon, but in truth, it was an attempt by Hitler's pseudoscientific task force to attract and breach an Aberration threshold. The plan was thwarted, and the device destroyed. Still, aberrant energy samples were smuggled from Germany to America, where my forefather made it his life's work to gain an understanding of the bizarre technology. He died having only scratched the surface of the potential. But here's the shocker: when I examined the samples, broke the elements down to their coding, I recognized some of what I found. It was far more complex than my rudimentary work, but the skeleton, the foundation, was as familiar as my own reflection. It was the same coding I created to build Elysia, just immeasurably advanced."
"That's impossible, Faraday. You weren't even born yet."
"No, but if future fragments skipped across time, then history is full of these moments of unexplained phenomena. Aberrant energy is simply the corrupted form of that species' psionic power, coming home to feed on the past. My advancements in transhumanism will continue to evolve. Human intellect and physiology will blend with technology until it culminates into a new species. And if we don't determine the point of its eventual corruption, the loop of destruction will be inescapable."
"Nice." I lit the gasper and leaned back, filling my lungs with nicotine-laced fog. "The way I see it, if you wanna stop this crazy future from happening, all you gotta do is kill yourself right now. Problem solved."
Faraday stared into space, eyes slightly glazed. "Precisely."
"What?"
A smile deepened his cheek wrinkles. "We won't open that box right now, especially when I know you have another question to ask."
"Yeah: why?"
"I'm sorry?"
"Why me, Faraday? Why go through all the trouble of keeping me alive? You knew I was ordered to shut down your little Haven, kill you, and make off with the data. You had me at your mercy, but you had my memories remixed and set me up as some gumshoe stereotype instead. If that gonzo story you just spouted is even halfway true, what in the world can I do about it?"
"Haven’t you guessed? At one time, you were the HSSC's best agent, Mike. In return, they destroyed your psyche and made you a shell of a human being that needed a split personality to deal with the trauma. Now, I want you to be my agent. But instead of working to dominate humanity, I'm allowing you to serve it. And just maybe … save it."
I stared at him for a few seconds, trying not to laugh in his face. "You want me to work for you?"
"Is that surprising? You must wonder why the HSSC hasn't had you killed outright as they would any deserter. Director Lynch has always prized your potential, Mike. He doesn't believe you've broken the ceiling yet. And neither do I."
"So you think I gave up a life of taking orders from shady government types just to do the same thing over again? Hate to rain on your parade, but no dice."
"We're all in service to someone or something, Mike. That fate is inescapable. The question is: will you choose to serve for the greatest cause of all?"
"And what's that: world peace? Kumbaya, holding hands and all that?"
"No. I'm talking about human survival. Right now, your old comrade Kilgore threatens that."
"Really? 'That's funny, 'cause he spouted the same bunk about saving the world that you just did."
"There is no greater zealot than a soldier that believes his cause is righteous. But Kilgore has been deceived, blinded by splinters of fragmented visions that flooded his mind on Mars. So similar to the procedure I performed with you, but with sinister intentions instead of benevolent."
I scoffed around my gasper. "Right — you had my best interests in mind the entire time you played with my head."
"No — I had my best interests in mind. I won't lie to you, Mike. I went through a lot of time and effort to rehabilitate you. I made sure Wiseman found you and gave you an occupation, steered you to the Luzzatti so you would find some stability. I supplied you with allies to support and give you a sense of true camaraderie. While I worked on things on my end, I left you alone to work through your mental instabilities and become the man you chose to be."
My face heated. "The man I chose to be? I just found out I wasn’t the man I thought I was at all. The Haven is burning, Faraday. All you built is going to be destroyed, and you know it's all my fault. You're talking about physics and theory, but what I want to do is save my city."
He shook his head dismissively. "Forget about it, Mike. It's nothing in the face of what's coming."
"Yeah, Kilgore told me that, too. You guys go to the same school for indifference, or what? Thousands are dead, and you want me to forget about it? How the hell can you say that?"
"You think I don't feel pain for those losses? You're wrong. But more deaths are on the way, Mike. The iceberg just tore into the Titanic, the waters are rising, and you think you can bail it out with a bucket in your hand. It's over — don't you see that? New Haven's isolation allowed vice, corruption, and violence to breed unchecked. When the core is rotten, the rest of the fruit is soon to follow. I didn't think things would end this way, but believe me: it's past time the city rejoins the rest of the world and forges a new identity. Just like you, Mike."
"An identity that just so happens to do whatever you say to accomplish your personal agenda. Yeah, I get it."
"You want transparency? Here it is: I plan to use you as a tool and weapon for my cause. Because I know for a certainty that a second Cataclysm is imminent. It might already be too late to stop it, but I have to try. The question is: now that you know what's coming, what will you choose to do?"
I leaned forward. "I'm going to stop Kilgore from destroying the city."
"You can do that by taking away what he wants."
"Yeah, I figured that. He wants you."
"So, transport me out of New Haven. Kilgore will no longer have a reason to be there."
"Last time I looked, you didn't look so hot in your physical form, Doc. Matter of fact, you looked downright mummified. There's no way I can smuggle out a conspicuous, body-shaped pod without attracting attention, either."
Faraday smiled. "You won't have to. I'm ready for my next step in transhumanist evolution. So, here's what you can do: cut off my head and take it with you. Saves the trouble of having to deal with smuggling an entire body. Just make sure to activate the procedure using the stasis pod. Gotta preserve that brain, after all."
I blinked. "What?"
"Desperate times, Mike. Desperate measures. Now listen closely, because here's the part where I tell you everything."

Chapter 12: Man in the Auburn Mask

I gasped as my eyes opened, and Faraday's laboratory snapped into focus with blinding clarity. A coppery tang laced my tongue, and hangover gremlins slammed against the walls of my skull. Sterile air whistled through the holes in my lungs, reminding me that physicality was a pain in the ass. I didn't mind the discomfort, though. It told me I was alive in the fragile, precarious reality of the word. What I did mind was the immediate coughing fit that followed. Gasping, I put an end to it by sucking a blast from my nano-laced inhaler.
Yanking the mind-jack cable out, I assessed the situation. Selene's trio of Wildcats were there, looking worried as they gathered around her. She was still out of it, peacefully unconscious. Faraday told me he could stall her for a little while, giving me time to do what I needed. Kelly looked up, eyes narrowing.
"Mick — what happened to Selene?"
"She's still out? Don't worry — she'll be fine. Just took a detour, is all. How long have we been unconscious?"
"Nearly two hours. What did you find out?"
"Two hours? Dammit." I staggered as I approached Faraday's stasis pod, still a bit woozy from the experience. Shaking my head to clear the dizziness, I examined the control panel and typed in the code Faraday gave me: GO A HEAD.
I couldn't help but smile. Who would have thought the doc had such a wicked sense of humor?
The viewport glowed when a laser ignited, cutting Faraday's head from his body with a sizzling sound. The window clouded when vaporous jets fired, and the machine hummed as it prepared the payload for transport.
A handle ejected from the top of the pod. I gave it a yank, extracting an alloyed cube with the greatest mind of the age securely stashed inside.
I nearly jumped out of my skin when Ms. Sinn's voice buzzed over the datcom in my ear. "There's a special present for you in the built-in compartment on the pod. Be quick and open it, will you?"
I spotted the slim drawer and tapped the OPEN button. The compartment slid out, revealing the sophisticated gadgetry inside.
I stared incredulously. "A belt?"
"Lower your voice. It's the buckle that's important. Things are going to get wild from here on out, and I'll need to be able to track you anywhere. This will allow me to do that — along with a few other surprises. Trust me: I've already run the calculations. This might just save your life, Mike."
"Fine." I quickly removed my belt and replaced it with the new one. The rectangular buckle engraved with the initials CDR was a lot heavier than I expected, as if packing major tech behind the cover. I was way beyond the point of mistrusting Sinn, so I just went with it. "Anything else I need to know?"
"Yes. Get out of there as fast as you can. I'll be right where you need me to be when you need me to be there." The datcom clicked off.
"Mick." Kelly's voice had a razor edge to it.
I turned with my most innocent grin on display. Good thing too, because Selene's bodyguards didn't look too trusting. I swung the storage case from one hand to the next as if it was of no importance. "So…you're probably wondering what I'm doing."
"Yeah, we are. And that guilty look on your face isn't doing you any favors."
I tried to assume a neutral expression. "Listen, Selene might be out a while, but I have to keep moving. Give her my regards when she wakes up, okay? I'll get back in touch later."
Christina and Jen moved to block the door, hands on pistol grips and scowls on their faces. Kelly glared with her arms folded. "I don't think so, Mick. Not until Selene wakes up, and not until you show us what's in the box."
"The box?" I glanced down at it. "You mean this cube? It's nothing. Boring stuff. Raw, unprocessed data, that's all. Nothing you or Selene would be interested in."
She lifted an eyebrow. "Really? You give me your word?"
"Oh, definitely — cross my heart and all that."
She scowled. "Damn your word, Mick. You're not going anywhere."
"You might not wanna mess with this one, Kelly. Could be dangerous."
Her lips curled in a sneer. "Dangerous for who?"
In the background, Selene slowly sat up and blinked as if waking from a dream. Her eyes slid in my direction and focused. A frown marred her features.
I glanced back at Kelly. "Say, are those sweet catsuits armored by any chance?"
"Do you think we're dressed like this for just the sex appeal? Of course they're armored: STF coating for maximum protection." Her eyes narrowed. "Why?"
"So I won't suffer from guilty feelings later."
Using my exodermis-enhanced speed, I armed my HFM gauntlet and blasted, dashing for the door as they all collapsed.
Selene snapped from her stupor a lot faster than I did. Leaping from the chair, she pulled her sidearm and rushed after me nearly as quickly as I hit the CLOSE button and punched the panel with the HFM, activating the trigger on the fist-gun. The board exploded in a shower of sparks as the door hissed shut.
Thumping sounds immediately followed. Selene's voice was barely audible through the reinforced steel.
"Mick. What did Faraday tell you? Where is he? We had a deal, goddammit. If you hurt my girls, I swear—"
I used a few precious seconds to recharge the HFM. "If their armor is good as advertised, they'll be fine, Selene. A few bruises and sore egos will be the only damage. Look — I'd love for us to gab like civilized people, but you knew this was gonna happen sooner or later. Alliances are fragile things, ya know. Gotta run."
I'm sure she had more to say, but by that time I'd already burst out of the room and into the hallway. A squad of four more Wildcats stormed in my direction, yelling at the top of their lungs. Before they could throw lead, I hefted the storage case and hurled it at them. Predictably, they dodged the possible explosive, giving me a couple of seconds to target and fire. Good thing I'm a pretty good shot even on a bad day, and it wasn't a bad day.
Not yet.
The stun rounds put them on their backs, allowing me to keep running. I slowed only to snatch the cube back up by the handle, not too worried about the cargo. I figured Faraday knew what he was doing and had it padded and secured enough to handle a few jolts. If not, that was his problem. I'd just put myself in the crosshairs of the entire Gutter Girls organization, which was my problem. I planned on solving it by putting as much distance between myself and Selene's people as possible. I figured I had around thirty seconds for them to recover and pursue. Most people couldn't do much in that little time.
I wasn't most people.
Out the open window, into the floater, hit thrusters, and nosedived into the depths of the city. I couldn't go too far down because the flooding had increased in the short amount of time I'd been out. The floater skimmed over the dark water, weaving between half-submerged buildings as I stared in at the damage, dull shock the only emotion available. The sheer amount of water was impossible for any disaster scenario except for one. The briny scent of the floodwaters should have been enough to cue anyone smart enough to make the connection.
I stayed low for a few more minutes before shooting up the side of a massive tenement building in a cloud of dust and chipped paint, pushing the floater as hard as I could without attracting attention until I found a nearby parking deck to pull into. I figured Selene probably put a tracker on the vehicle as a precaution because that's what I would have done.
When I exited the confines of the vehicle, the roar of the city slapped me in the face. Angry voices, screams of pain and terror, shouts of alarm, the continuous thunder of gunfire. The scent of smoke and char was heavy in the air. A screaming body fell outside the parking deck window, followed by another, and another. I paused to check the Mean Ol' Broad while the sounds of violence rang in my ears. The unleashed chaos meant only one thing: Kilgore delivered his revelations to the public. All the lies, all the unanswered questions that flickered through people's minds: exposed. The veil of deceit that New Haven required to operate independently had been removed, and nothing would ever be the same.
I tapped my holoband. "Kessler — you got that anti-aberrant device installed or what?"
His face appeared on the screen. "It's done. I took your advice and put a gun to someone's head. In legal terms, I'm holding the Chief of Environmental hostage, but we're outside of legalities now. Especially you, Mike. Kilgore spilled everything, and now there's a target on your back that everyone wants a shot at. Flask has been too busy to check up on me, but I'm pretty sure he'll be coming with handcuffs whenever he returns."
"I'm sure a resourceful agent like yourself can dodge a measly Chief of Police. How soon can you activate the anti-aberrant field?"
"Whenever you're ready. It will be dispersed in the rain but will cover a small area and only last a few minutes. You'll have to keep Kilgore engaged and hopefully take him out in a short window of time."
"Won't be a problem."
"How do you know?"
"Because I have what he's looking for."
"You found Faraday?"
"In a manner of speaking. Be ready to fire up the failsafe, Kessler. I'll be in touch."
With a heavy sigh, I reached into my flogger and pulled a red scarf from the inner pocket. Made from smart fabric, it emitted digital chaff that prevented digital eyes from recording my face and presented a fake image to any facial recognition software. I wrapped it around my nose and mouth, tucking the ends into my collar as I tapped a sequence on my holoband.
"Greco. I'm in the Uppers. Yeah, I know what's going on. Keep your cool, get the crew together, and meet me at the Dome. You got five minutes."
When I glanced at my reflection on the floater's window, the red mask left nothing visible except the coldest eyes I'd ever seen. Hunter's eyes. Tossing a grenade into the front seat of the floater, I turned away and headed for the stairwell, where the fury of the city waited to greet me like an old friend.
* * *
Kilgore's appearance replayed over and over, on every screen, digital billboard, and holographic display in the Haven. And of course, the main holo-screen in the center of Haven Square, where he projected the message from his remote location. A sea of people had surrounded the stage, thousands thick; many displaced, homeless because of the rising waters. With nowhere to go, they came to Haven Square to hear something, anything to explain why they lost everything they had.
But the disadvantaged weren't the only people in attendance. Everyone who could squeeze in was present, upturned faces hungry for just a kernel of truth, answers no one else could provide. Answers to questions they couldn't voice, but felt in the back of their consciousnesses, grainy flickers of reality that haunted their nights and faded like dreams before waking up. Even Natasha's boyfriend Matt Finn was present, standing next to the stage with a hopeful look as if he expected the heavens to open up and pour honey on his face.
Kilgore's voice boomed over every speaker, resonant and self-assured. "Residents of New Haven — take a look around. What do you see? Here in this Square, you're surrounded by the monoliths of commerce and industry, the very heart of the city. But make no mistake, this is no safe Haven." His lip curled in disgust. "It is a prison, and you are slaves."
He held out a hand. Electricity flashed, and a handheld device appeared from thin air. Some people cheered and applauded as if they thought it was all a show. He sneered at them.
"What I have in my hand is a cloak disruptor, created to break down invisible barriers, or light manipulation camouflage." He glanced upward. "Like the veneer that coats the shielding of this Haven. You were led to believe that the outside world is a barren wasteland. Obviously, you were lied to. Now see where your imprisoners hold you captive. This is step one of your liberation."
He clicked a button on the device. The sky rippled in response, barrier fading away like frost against heated vents. The crowds pointed, shouting in fear and astonishment as the truth revealed itself. The world beyond was dark as a starless night, but the blazing light from the Haven brightened enough of the surrounding area for everyone to see the shocking and unmistakable truth.
The entire Haven was underwater.
Ripples created a light show across the entire city, casting light and shadow back and forth in colorful patterns. Shadowy shapes flitted around the domed surface — marine creature startled by the sudden burst of luminosity. Faint shadows were barely visible: gigantic spouts and cables running from the Haven to the surface, crusted by coral and barnacles. Beyond the blue-green light was darkness, gloomy depths that inexplicably made the Haven feel claustrophobic despite its immense size.
An angry roar rose from the crowd as they milled around, shouting and raising fists in outrage. The lines of police units exercised the better part of valor, falling back to avoid the inevitable explosion of ugly violence about to unfold.
Kilgore soaked in the furious cries of the crowd before continuing. "And that's not even the most devious part of your violation. What's even worse are the synthetic humanoids that move in your midst, indistinguishable from yourselves, constructed for the sole purpose of manipulating you into a sense of false security and stability. Some of these vulgar constructs are your friends, your employers, your lovers, yes — even your family. More than fifty percent of New Haven's population aren't even human. They are machines: prison guards without a uniform, created for one purpose: to keep you content in your shackles."
He held up his other hand, and light flickered across his palm, summoning a cylindrical device. "I'll show you the truth, and as the ancient saying goes: it will set you free." With a savage grin, he clicked a button.
For a few tension-building seconds, nothing happened. Then the screams erupted, followed by ripples through the crowd as hundreds, then thousands of bodies toppled like dominoes. Whatever signal Kilgore activated resulted in shutting down the core system of any synoid in range. As the synthetic bodies crashed to the ground, his voice swelled like booming thunder.
"Now you know the truth. And who is responsible for your imprisonment? Every lie and deception can be placed at the feet of one man: Michael Trudo, otherwise known as Mick Trubble, the so-called Troubleshooter. But that alias is just a lie, like everything else in this Haven. Michael Trudo is an HSSC agent, sent to infiltrate, assassinate, and undermine. It was his plan to flood the city and force the hand of the Haven Council to surrender to the HSSC. He's responsible for deaths and drownings, responsible for the total collapse of this city."
My face flashed on every screen and holographic display: a mugshot from one of the times I'd had my elbows checked in the meat locker. The profile stared from the digital projections with icy eyes and an arrogant smirk, gazing at the furious assembly as if mocking their outrage.
Kilgore gazed impassively from the holo-screen. "There is your enemy, your betrayer. Find him, and you can stop the destruction of everything you love. Tear this city apart and bring him here for judgment. But beware: there are more blue-blooded automatons beyond the reach of my signal. Trust no one outside of this Square, because they will be on his side. Destroy the synoids, retake your city from the traitors in police uniforms, and take down the bureaucrats that willingly enslaved your minds. But above all: bring Michael Trudo to me. It is the only way to win your freedom. It is the only way to save your lives."
It was at that point that Flask must have decided to roll the dice and gamble large, because police drones and floaters dropped from the sky: blinding searchlights sweeping the crowd, loud instructions blaring from megaphones. Android riot units spilled into the crowd with electric batons in hand and protective plasma shields activated. The mob did the only thing that cornered, angry masses do when boxed in by overbearing law enforcement: they fought back. And since nobody in New Haven walked out their door without a piece of iron on their person, things went south quickly. The booming and crackling sounds could have been mistaken for festive fireworks on any other occasion. Instead, it was open warfare, blood spilling on the streets of a city that long embraced anarchy and violence. The mob broke the ranks of police and spilled into the streets of Uptown, burning buildings, firing weapons, pulling wealthy occupants from their plush apartments, and beating them down on the sidewalks. Everything descended into mindless chaos.
But opportunity could always be had in the middle of chaos, if a body had the nerve. I had plenty.
* * *
I didn't make it five steps outside the exit of the parking garage before a group of hooligans spotted me. They approached with bullying swagger, taking their time to form a semicircle while hefting sawed-offs, pistols, and bludgeoning weapons already stained with blue blood.
"Lookee here, boys: fresh meat. You ain't wearing a tag, mister. Too bad for you. What's in the case? Money? Drugs?"
I squinted at the dog tags around their necks, glimmering blue in the dim light. "You get those at your little party in the Square?"
The lead thug grinned. "That's right. Anyone not wearing one might be a blueblood. Or working for that traitor Mike Trudo. And since you got your face covered, my guess is you're probably one of his agents."
I shifted my stance, teeth clenched. "That's where you're wrong, Slick. I'm wearing a mask because I am Mike Trudo. So take a good look, 'cause this is the last face you're gonna see in your short, miserable life."
I pulled the Mean Ol' Broad and fired, dropping him with a headshot. His buddies panicked, cursing and scattering while firing increasingly erratic shots. I didn't even have to move as I took all the time in the world to aim and drop six more bodies before I clicked empty. The remaining bangers thought better and hit the corner while I reloaded. I kept moving, clearing the alley and stepping out into the main avenue.
The city burned.
Vehicles were bonfires, and small crowds celebrated around them, cheering as sparks clashed with the rain. Fire bloomed in the windows of the towering buildings as well: choking the air with smoke, creating a misty haze in the streets, and practically shrouding the domed shielding so that the watery deep was barely visible. The massive crowd at the Square had splintered off into hundreds of smaller groups marked by the glowing tags around their necks. Most didn't hesitate to attack anyone not wearing one, and true to Kilgore's word, blue blood spattered on the streets from some of their victims. Most of the blood was red, but the attackers didn't care at that point. They rode on the high of bloodlust, a thrill that could only be satisfied by the next assault.
They weren't the only hunters on the prowl. Selene's people mixed in with the crowds, standing out in their combat leathers, eyes searching, scanning for any sign of me. There were probably hundreds of them, combing every part of the city that wasn't underwater. At one point, I saw a squad of Wildcats engaged in a violent throwdown with a group of street thugs. It was over quickly, leaving a lot of bangers littering the streets. I kept my head low and my finger on the trigger, hoping things didn't come to a face-to-face encounter. I had a soft spot for dames, but nothing was going to stop me from what I had to do.
Other people ran, fear etched on their faces, eyes streaming with tears as they screamed out names of loved ones. Some wandered aimlessly, eyes blank, minds shattered by shock. Still others fled for higher ground, displaced by floodwaters and motivated by natural survival instincts. As the waters rose and the streets continued to flood, they ascended to the top of the city, crammed together in crowds so thick it was hard for everyone to breathe.
Bodies were everywhere: synoids affected by Kilgore's disruptive signal. They toppled in the middle of whatever they were doing at the time, cold and stiff as corpses, eyes staring into the digital void. Some of the synthetic humanoids still had living companions kneeling beside them: weeping, begging for them to get up. My jaw clenched when I looked down at the case in my hand. Faraday's egotism was the source of all the suffering, and for a minute I seriously considered chucking his genius brain into the dark floodwaters. The only thing that stopped me was the knowledge of the catastrophe to come if some of his intellect didn't survive.
I tapped my holoband. "Call Natasha."
Her face flashed on the screen, sweaty and soot-streaked. "Mick?"
"I'm here, Natasha. Are you okay?"
"I saw him fall, Mick. He was near the stage, and when Kilgore activated the signal … he fell like the rest of them. Just dropped over like a dead man."
"Who?"
"Matt. Matt Finn, my…"
I felt a stab of pain, knowing she just experienced another tragedy I couldn't do a thing to prevent. "It meant he was a synoid, Natasha. He was never real, understand? Just a creation of Faraday to populate the Haven. I'm sorry, Natasha — I really am. But you have to focus past all of that right now. You need to get the hell out of this mess. This isn't gonna end anytime soon, and the police aren't gonna be enough to stop it."
She just stared at me, eyes overflowing. "Is it true, Mick?"
"Is what true?"
"Are you and Hunter the same person? Poddar let it slip when I questioned him. Or maybe he told me on purpose. But if that's true, then you're responsible for what's happening, just like Kilgore said."
I paused, looking at her face on the screen. She knew it was the truth, but wanted me to deny it, tell her something that could explain it all. Because she believed in me like no one else, and desperately wanted me to tell her she was wrong.
I couldn't.
"You're right, Natasha — me and Hunter are the same guy. I'm a basket case, okay? What I thought were memory blackouts were just Hunter assuming control. I built a criminal network and formulated the plan to bring this Haven down. I'll never know if I would have gone through with it because Kilgore infiltrated the Haven and seized control of my setup. But in the end, I'm the one who put everything into place. It's my fault this is happening."
"So, you knew. All this time, you knew we were in an underwater prison. You knew half the people in the city were synoids. That Matt was a…" Her voice broke off, bottom lip trembling.
"Not all this time. I had to investigate, dig up a lot of buried secrets. The underwater setting, the synoids … all of that I just recently discovered. But I tried to warn you. Remember? I told you about the memory reprogramming."
She stared at me for a long time, heartbreak evident in her gaze. "You didn't tell me everything. You didn't tell me what you were planning. You have to turn yourself in, Mick."
"It's too late for that."
"Flask has units scouring the city for you. Everyone who was at the Square, everyone who watched the broadcast — they're all looking for you. You won't last long, Mick. Not with the floodwaters pushing everyone up. We're running out of space, and soon there won't be anywhere to hide."
"Who says I'm hiding?"
"The mask on your face."
"Just a little something to blind the electric eyes. I'm not hiding, Natasha — I'm leaving. I have what Kilgore is looking for, and I'm taking it out of the Haven. He'll follow, and no one will be bothered with either of us again."
Her eyes glistened. "He'll catch you, Mick. He'll track you down, and he'll kill you."
I managed a wry grin. "Talk about a lack of faith in the ol' Troubleshooter. This ain't the first time I've been down, and it's definitely not how I'm going out. You get as high up as possible, okay? Meet me at the Dome and I'll take care of things from there. The Council will wait until all options are dried up before they take the Haven to the surface."
"What are you going to do?"
I tilted my Bogart low over my eyes and kept my head down when a fleet of drones buzzed overhead. "The only thing I'm good at. I'm gonna find Kilgore and put a bullet in his skull."

Chapter 13: No Clean Exit

The Dome was the main arena for sporting and exhibition events in the Uppers, a behemoth with a seating capacity to accommodate well over two hundred thousand. Its mirrored honeycomb exterior glistened in the rain, the panels pulsing with multicolored light. I approached it cautiously even though I didn't expect any real danger. It was far enough away from the city center to avoid major rioting, and since any events had been canceled, there was no one hanging around. All I had to do was dodge the roving drones, robot guards, and security cameras. Easy enough, especially since my goal wasn't to break into the Dome itself.
Just one of the ticket booths.
Holoband access, enter, button press to activate the lift. The floor dropped, lowering me several stories underground before stopping. The doors opened, and I stepped into my safe house, where for the past year I'd worked on the plan to bring down New Haven.
The compound was spacious, with a brightly-lit atrium ceiling, spiraled ramping, circular workstations, and floor-to-ceiling network screens. It was a command hub, created to function independently and survive any number of emergency situations — like a sudden onset of constant flooding.
Oscar Greco met me at the door, looking a lot cleaner than the tardust-snorting wannabe mobster he was before I enlisted him in my op. "I got a crew ready to roll, boss. Getting out by vehicle is gonna be tough, though. The brass has floaters grounded, and the crowds have the streets packed. No way to get through without attracting attention."
I nodded. "So, we walk."
"Take the route on foot?"
"You heard me. Space the men out, join the riot, gun down anyone who gets in the way. We'll just be another crew wrecking the place to spying eyes. Wear masks to avoid being tagged."
"Got it, boss."
"Any sign of Natasha?"
"Who?"
"Police officer Natasha Luzzatti. Should be en route as we speak."
"You got the brass tied up in this? Should we be concerned?"
"No, I should be concerned. Monitor surveillance and let me know the minute you see her coming."
"Okay, boss."
I glanced at Lord Troll, who lounged in his seat with his heels on the desk, oversized goggles covering his eyes. He gave me a thumb's up. "I downloaded a package into the security servers five minutes ago. Right now, it's giving the coppers a major headache with their communications and surveillance equipment, dropping calls and shutting down cameras in untraceable intervals. They're not gonna notice a thing."
"Good. Can you use the same system to find out where Natasha is?"
"Like looking for a needle in a haystack with the crowds out there." He gulped at my expression, straightening up to his desk. "That is to say, should be duck soup to trace. Gimme a few tics."
Nodding, I turned to Joe Cook, a hairy beast of a man who looked tubby as a wild boar and twice as filthy. His untidy appearance aside, there was no one better at smuggling goods in and out of the Haven. He paused in the act of munching on an entire pie to give me a sly wink.
"Got our out ready to go, Trubble. They're using one of the reserve cables to pump water to the surface, though it's just to buy time. But that's our way out: got mini-subs ready to deploy. 'Be like water,' ain't that the saying?"
"You bet your ass it is. Get going — we'll meet up at the rendezvous. You'll get the second half of the payment when we're out of the Haven."
As he headed for the exit, I looked over at Luthor Vitto. Just like Greco, he hadn't always been on my good side. But any misgivings over the couple of times I'd busted his face were forgiven when I gave him a clean way out of the loan sharking business and into the lucrative business of fund management: namely, my funds. I'd built a profitable network of shadow deals and hostile takeovers, and Vitto was just the man to handle the tedious details to keep things legitimate. He was a much better asset manager than he ever was a petty criminal.
"How are things on your end?"
"I've got your funds liquidated, divided, and currently transferring into accounts across the Territories. Took some losses converting from New Haven dibs to interchangeable bullion currency, but you'll absorb the hit from the real estate you own."
"Yeah, if there's anything worth salvaging from the flood."
"The building materials are pretty resilient here, Mick. Gotta be, considering where this place was built." He looked upward, as if he could see the watery surroundings through the roof. "Still a shocker even after you warned us."
"Suck it up, Ace. We still got work to do."
"Bloody hell." Lord Troll removed the goggles, a worried expression on his narrow, tattooed face.
"What is it?"
"I'm getting a constant message from Officer Luzzatti's number to yours. You haven’t been receiving them since you asked me to block your holoband."
"Yeah, I remember."
"Well, you're gonna want to take this."
I groaned. "Why do I get the feeling this ain't gonna be good news?"
The message was just four menacing words on the screen that stabbed a blade of fear deep into my chest.
I HAVE THE GIRL

Heat scalded my face. "Her holoband still open?"
"Yeah."
I tapped the ID with trembling fingers. Kilgore's face immediately sprang up on the holographic screen, impassive as a mannequin. "About time, Mike. I'm forwarding this from Natasha's band to mine. She's too tied up at the moment to accept your call."
I was so bent I could barely enunciate the words. "You just signed your death warrant, Kilgore."
If he was bothered by the threat, it didn't show. "I told you earlier — I hate the cliché aspect of threatening to kill your loved ones, but you forced my hand. I know you were at the Luzzatti and disappeared off-grid. Some spy-proof safe house, I'm guessing. I know that you came out with a bio-storage box in hand, something important enough to leave a deadly woman like Selene high and dry. Something passed on to you by Faraday, no doubt. I want it, so I took something that you wanted. You had to call the girl, didn't you? I couldn't trace you, so I kept tabs on her. She seems important to you, Mike. So, don't force me to damage her. We don't want a repeat of the Maxine scenario, do we?"
My teeth clenched tight enough to ache. "No."
"Good. Then we make an exchange. I'm at the Spire. Come immediately with the case and come alone."
"Not good enough. Who's to say you won't kill Natasha for spite?"
"I say. My word is good, Mike."
"Your word is trash, Kilgore. I bring a partner who takes care of Natasha, or the deal is off."
"You'd let the girl die?"
"She's already dead as far as I know."
He sighed in a bored manner. "She's alive. Take a look."
The camera panned to where Natasha stood bound and gagged, trying desperately to appear unafraid. The fear glistening in her eyes spoke otherwise. Two guards in full riot gear were positioned on either side of her, gripping plasma rifles: repurposed synoids or crooked cops Kilgore greased up for extracurricular work. Wherever he was, he probably had a full squad on hand. Had to give it to the man: he always had a plan.
His face reappeared. "Proof of life, Mike. But not for long."
"My demand doesn't change. We both know this is a trap. Natasha walks. I bring a partner. He leaves with her — I stay with the storage case, or the deal is off."
"No deal means she dies. You won't let that happen."
I said nothing, staring at the screen.
He leaned closer. Slowly, very slowly, he removed the aviator shades. His irises were purple, glowing as if heated by lavender fires. "So, you would let it happen. Glad to have you back, Michael. Very well: bring your Indian friend with you if you must. Only him. If I spot anyone else, you'll have another corpse to put in the closet with the rest of your skeletons. If she can fit."
My fists clenched. "I'll have to come on foot. Floaters are grounded, and the streets are too packed to drive."
"Take the tram. I'm sure your bioroid partner can work out something. There's a rail that leads all the way to the Spire. I'll be watching, Mike. No extras or I blow the tram before you even set foot in the Spire. You have thirty minutes."
The transmission clicked off. I turned to my crew, who stared back with concerned expressions. If I read their faces right, they were more concerned with their immediate futures than my predicament.
I gave them my best devil-may-care grin. "Change of plans, boys. You all continue as planned. If I don't show up on time, get the hell outta here and enjoy your new lives in the Territories."
Greco ran fingers through his ultra-slick hair. "What about you, boss?"
"You heard the man. I got a date at the Spire. Don't wait up."
"You don't want some of us to come with? There's gotta be a way to—"
"To do what? We were compromised when I took the call. Kilgore will have eyes on me the second I walk outta here. And there's no time to formulate a plan. This is it, understand? There's no clean exit for me. Probably never was. I'll see you on the other side or I won't. Either way, our business here is concluded."
I glanced at Lord Troll. "Can you still get a secure call out from here?"
"You know I can."
I checked the settings on the HFM on my left arm. "Good. Call Agent Kessler. Tell him to activate the failsafe above the Spire in half an hour. He'll know what you're talking about. Then I'll need your help securing an insurance policy on this bio-storage case."
"Insurance policy? You planning on going somewhere?"
I hesitated. "Never hurts to plan for the worst."
* * *
Poddar limped through the haze of smoke like a phantom, emerging from the screams and cries of the broken city behind him. His face was hardened, his unbandaged eye grieved. I knew he suffered from more than his previous injuries. Something happened that cut him deeper than any weapon could.
I placed a comforting hand on his shoulder. "Kilby?"
He nodded, gaze dropping. "I … found her. Like the others. Like the synoids. Just … gone." His voice cut off, and a tear slid down his face. "How is that possible? I knew her. We had a life before we came to the Haven. That can't have been just a—"
"It was, Poddar. It was implanted into your memory. You must have desperately wanted to escape from something, and the head games were the cost of entry into the Haven. Like all the other refugees, you were given a new backstory and a synoid partner for an incentive to stay."
He looked up, eyes raw. "Why? What does Faraday get from all of this?"
"An intimate examination of human consciousness. A study of the effects of trauma. A chance to play God. All of the above, probably."
"Then why the hell are you helping him?"
I sighed. "I gotta believe that this is all for a reason. I was the worst kind of man, Poddar. But in his own twisted way, Faraday changed that. He could have easily killed me, but he saw something. Potential, he said."
"Potential for what?"
"To be a different kind of man. The kind that stops people like Kilgore."
"Good for you. Does nothing for the rest of us, though."
"You know the truth now. At least that's a start."
"It's nothing. I'm worse off than you are, Mike. At least you got your memories back."
"After my other personality planned the demise of the Haven. Not exactly a gift, Poddar. But I'm glad you came. I was afraid—"
"That I was a synoid, too? Or that I wouldn't show up?"
"Both, I guess."
"Look, I won't lie: Kilgore scares the hell out of me." He sighed, looking around. "But you said he has Natasha. That's enough for me to give it another shot."
"We better head over, then. Time's running out."
The tram station was deserted, supposedly locked down like every other auto-transport system in the Haven. The rioters hadn't made it that far yet, and shelter-seekers were probably put off by the secure fencing and roving security drones. We didn't have that problem because Lord Troll was on our side, making it a cakewalk to enter and get to one of the private trams undetected. The vehicle was retro-styled with its sleek, silver alloy gleaming in the rain. Powered by overhead maglev rails, it was usually used for round-trip secluded tours of the Spire.
We rode in silence for a moment, our unspoken words saying all the things we didn't have words for. It was an odd sort of comfort as the tram silently took us to the reckoning to come. Dark water slid down the windows like unchecked tears, casting quivery lines across Poddar's pensive face. He cleared his throat.
"Are you dying?"
"What?"
"Your expression. I've seen it before on other men's faces. It's a look of peace when they knew they were going to die. I know you've been sick, and I think you've been holding out about how bad it is. You're not planning on coming back, are you?"
"My job is to stop Kilgore. Yours is to get Natasha out. If I gotta buy the farm to save her life, I consider that a fair trade."
"I don't think she'd agree."
"That's because she's a good person. I'm not. Never have been. The things I've done … if you knew the half, you wouldn't be here, Poddar. If I go down, the world is a better place. But not Natasha. She's not done living yet. Not by a long shot."
"What if she's one of them?"
I took a deep breath. "A synoid?"
"Yeah. She could be, you know."
"She's not. She was there, in Haven Square when Kilgore activated the device. Close enough to see her boyfriend go down. The signal didn't affect her, which means she's playing for the red team."
Poddar remained silent, eyes deep in thought. "Were you there?"
"No. I was mentally immersed in a digital version of a pre-Cataclysm New Haven playing mental chess with Dr. Faraday."
He didn't even blink. "Then how do you know?"
"How do I know what?"
"That you're not one of them?"
I grimaced. "I don't. I guess that's the kick. Does an insane person know they're crazy? Look, if you wanna take one of your daggers and stick me to see if I bleed blue, go ahead. Can't say I blame you in light of what's happened."
He shook his head with a sigh. "I guess it doesn't really matter."
"Knowing if you're a real person should matter. In fact, it's the only thing that matters when you think about it."
"Not so, Mike. There is a saying I know of. At least, I think I know of it: he that has a true friend has no need for a mirror."
"Ain't got the foggiest what that means, Pod."
"It means that you're my friend, Mike. And I'm yours. So I don't need to wonder who I am, just as you don't need to wonder who you are."
"I'm surprised you can call me a friend after what you know about me. Hell, I'm more to blame for what happened to Ms. Kilby than Kilgore is."
"True. But unlike him, you feel regret for your actions."
"Regret is all I have left." I clapped him on the back. "But I'm glad you came along for the ride, Poddar."
Lord Troll's voice spoke from the ceiling speakers. "Hate to break up the bromance and all, but thought I'd let you know I have the cameras on loop for two minutes. If you got any last-minute details to hash out, better do it now."
Poddar glanced at me. "What's the plan?"
"Shoot first, and shoot fast."
He rubbed the bridge of his nose, eyes squeezed shut. "Is that really the best approach to a hostage situation?"
"The game is rigged, Poddar. Kilgore doesn't have any compassion, honor, or fear. His only weakness is overconfidence. We take him by surprise, and Natasha might have a chance."
"Fine. You might want these then." Reaching into his heavy overcoat, he withdrew a thin harness with Sargent Johnson's smart grenades attached.
Grinning, I removed my flogger and slung the harness over my shoulder before putting the coat back on. "I love making an explosive entrance."
He handed me the targeting disk. "Or an exit. I'd rather not be around when those go off."
"Lock and load, mates," Lord Troll said. "Loop goes off in twenty seconds."
I placed a gasper between my lips as the tram slowed to a stop at the station. "It's been a pleasure, LT. Take care of yourself and watch out for the HSSC. They'll be coming for ya."
"You planning to cark it or what, Trubble?"
I smiled. "Better count on it."
* * *
Poddar glanced around when we exited out into the pouring rain. "What is this place?"
The tall, slender structure was more an obelisk than a building — gleaming, mirror-coated windows and aerodynamic curves that gave it a more futuristic look than the retro-styled city it towered over. Built on the highest point in the Uppers, it was visible from anywhere in the Haven, glinting like a silver blade in daylight, glowing like a beacon of hope at night.
"The way I hear, it was initially built as a place of worship. But since most folks here ain't the godly type, it turned into a tourist attraction instead. Tours, fake history of the Haven, and the magnificent view, of course."
An exterior speed lift was centered in the front of the building, all transparent and shaped like a capsule. The doors silently slid open at our approach and closed after we entered. There was only one button on the panel, pulsing as if begging to be pressed.
I pressed it.
The lift shot upward, passing building stories in a matter of milliseconds. The view of the city was heartbreaking: floodwaters reaching the Uptown sections, dark and ominous as they consumed the lower divisions and continued to feast, appetite never satisfied. Streams of people packed the streets, running out of space as they ascended to high ground, milling like ants with a boot print in their nest. Buildings jutted from the water, with more people on the interconnected bridges and railings, staring in disbelief at the disaster coming for them. All of that dwindled as we continued to rise, until the tallest buildings became miniature sets beneath us, lights glimmering like gemstones, reflecting on the waters in a way that made the catastrophe almost beautiful.
The lift slowed to a stop. We turned as the rear doors slid open and stepped into the top level of the Spire. I nodded in approval as my eyes adjusted to the dim light.
"Well, at least we can die in style."
The chamber was fashioned into a massive cathedral: domed ceiling with depictions of angels and demons painted with such intricate detail that hundreds of eyes seemed to peer down at us. Carved figures lined the walls: wise men and saintly women, faces carved in expressions of piety and wisdom. Everything from the hundreds of pew benches and podium to the soaring pillars was intricately carved, mahogany trimmed with just enough gold to avoid being garish. The entire side of the chamber was fashioned into an elaborate stained-glass window that depicted a scene of winged figures falling from Heaven.
"Impressive, isn't it?"
Kilgore padded from the rear shadows, aviator shades reflecting the glints of color from the window. "Once upon a time, people flocked to houses of worship to pray and reflect on faith and mortality. Now people have other things to do than think about saving their souls. Damnation was the punishment for when a man kills another man, or so it was said. But what's the punishment when man kills God?"
A grin slid across my face. "I don't have a clue. I'm just here to kill you, Ethan."
He frowned at the name drop. "We haven't gotten to that part yet. First, we make the exchange, remember?"
"Why is this so important to you, anyway?"
"I told you — I'm preventing an extinction event."
"You don't care about humanity, Kilgore. I don’t think our extinction would give you a single sleepless night. So, it's gotta be Merlin, right? Who is he? Lemme guess: your kid? You trying to protect the spawn of your loins, right? Never pegged you for the sentimental type, Kilgore."
His demeanor altered instantly, face turning feral in rage. "You've been talking to the wrong people, Mike. I was willing to make this easy, but you had to go stick your nose in business that doesn't concern you."
"You're the one that showed up uninvited, Kilgore. All I wanna do is put an end to this."
"You can do that by never mentioning that name again. You want this to end? Start by surrendering the goods. That's a bio-storage case in your hand, isn't it?"
"What do you think?"
"What's in it?"
"Faraday's head."
For the first time, a flicker of surprise crossed Kilgore's face. "That's … unexpected."
"I'll say. But the doc's pretty stuck on the whole transhumanism thing, so much that he decided to stay in the digital landscape where folks like you can't lay a finger on him."
"Unless I have possession of his mind, that is. Immersion is impossible without active brainwaves, I understand."
"Exactly. Faraday put me in charge of stashing his head somewhere safe. The plan was to leave the Haven."
"Now, the plan is to hand it over to me."
"Where's Natasha?"
I followed his gaze when he glanced up to the balcony, where she was barely visible. The guards on either side were silent shadows, twin angels of death with weapons in hand, ready to kill on command. I sensed more triggermen in the chamber: lurking behind pillars, hiding between the pews. I knew the second that I gave Kilgore the case, they'd spring from their hiding places and hose us down like the fire department.
Kilgore clamped his teeth together in a violent grin. "Don't make this a difficult decision, Mike. Hand the case over or be haunted by yet another lovely ghost."
"You forgot about the third option." I pulled out the Mean Ol' Broad in one smooth motion and pulled the trigger.
All I heard was thunder.

Chapter 14: All Comes Down

The room exploded with gunfire, but I only had eyes for Kilgore. I moved as soon as I fired the first shot, making myself a harder target to hit. The last time I faced Kilgore I was rattled by the car crash, but I had enough time since then to adjust to the exodermis suit, nearly matching his speed. He weaved and dodged, flipping over pews with athletic ease as my shots hummed around him. Static flickered from his hands, and a second later he held twin drum-fed handguns that spit slugs in my direction. A lot of statues and furniture were shredded in the crossfire, chips and shards flying through the air.
Ducking behind a marble pillar, I pulled a frag grenade from my pocket, removed the pin with my teeth, and tossed it in Kilgore's direction. It exploded a few seconds later, engulfing the chamber in debris and powdery dust. My ears rang from the close-quarters explosion, throwing my balance off, stinging my nostrils with the scent of scorched wood and dirt.
I glanced up at the balcony, spotting muzzle flashes barely visible through the haze where Natasha's fate was in Poddar's hands. I desperately wanted to charge up the stairs to help, but I knew that was what Kilgore expected. I had to keep him off-balance. Reloading the Mean Ol' Broad with a moon clip, I snapped the cylinder shut, picked up the bio-case, and dashed from behind the pillar.
A figure rose from the damaged pews, shotgun in hand. Two shots from the Broad dropped him, but he wasn't Kilgore. I dropped to one knee, turned, and fired in the same motion. Another triggerman screamed and fell in the rubble, clutching his chest. More figures dashed through the aisles, guns blazing. I grunted and staggered as rounds struck the armored plate on my chest, another grazed my shoulder. It hurt a lot, but I was more concerned about a slug hitting one of the pen grenades and blowing me to kingdom come. Dropping low, I rolled between a row of pews for cover, firing indiscriminately.
Gunshots from the balcony were the only thing that saved my bacon, courtesy of Poddar and Natasha, who used a plasma rifle from a fallen guard. She shouted out to me.
"Mick: I set myself up as bait to get to Kilgore. I just activated a tracker — the calvary is on the way."
I flinched when a volley of slugs narrowly missed my head, punching holes through the hardwood benches. "You got nabbed on purpose? What the hell, Natasha?"
"We figured Kilgore was tracking anyone close to you. Flask thought it too good an opportunity to pass up."
"You tell Flask—" I paused as the gunfire cut off, and the remaining bodies hit the floor. "Never mind, I'll tell him myself." Raising up, I turned to look for Kilgore.
Big mistake.
Spotting me, he physically ran through row after row of benches, the hardened furniture not even slowing him down as he plowed into the pews like a bull through plywood boards, splintered wood flying through the air. Poddar and Natasha opened fire but didn't have any better luck than I did. I got a final shot off before his arm shot forward like a battering ram, fist meeting armor with a dull ring. I felt the impact despite the protection, breath crushed from my lungs as I sailed backward ten yards before rebounding off of a bullet-riddled statue of an angel. The bust tottered, face staring disapprovingly as it fell forward, nearly crushing me when it shattered on the floor.
Kilgore never slowed, flipping upside down as his hands crackled with static. A grenade launcher appeared, which he fired while still in midair. Poddar seized Natasha and leaped from the balcony as the grenade struck, bowling them over in a blast of flame and concussive force. They tumbled to the lower level in a shower of smoldering debris.
I tried not to think about their health when I activated the gauntlet on my left hand and bolted toward Kilgore. I was out of bullets, but the Mean Ol' Broad was still handy when I hefted her by the barrel and pistol-whipped Kilgore square on the chin when he turned around. Grunting, he caught the revolver on the next swing and ripped it from my fingers. I responded by grabbing the back of his head with my HFM and discharging the maximum output of two thousand volts of electricity. He snarled through gritted teeth, fighting against the involuntary muscle contractions before finally collapsing to a convulsing heap on the debris-covered floor, smoke wafting from his sizzling skin. After a few seconds, his body finally sagged and went limp.
Wincing, I examined the armor on my chest, where an imprint of a fist was clearly visible. It saved me from a broken sternum, but just barely. Glancing around, I saw Poddar and Natasha knocked out cold in a pile of rubble. It looked like they were still breathing, so I staggered in search of the bio-storage case. I finally spotted it at the base of the podium, the alloyed exterior looking in better shape than I was. Coughing, I stooped to scoop up the Mean Ol' Broad before heading for the case. The sound of broken laughter froze me in my tracks.
Kilgore's muscles trembled when he pushed himself to his knees, a weak grin on his face. His skin was covered in ugly, reddish-black blisters. It was painful to look at, but the wounds rippled as I watched, the damage in the process of repair by a healing system far more advanced than any I'd experienced.
He removed the aviator shields, wincing as the melted frames took some skin from his face. "Been a long time since I felt a tingle like that. Think my guts are scorched. That was pretty fun, Mike. What do you say we go for round two?"
I took a wary step backward. "Yeah, why not? This time let's see if you can shrug off a slug to the brainpan."
"You'd be surprised. But I have something better in mind."
A familiar device was in his hand — the same slim mechanism he used in Haven Square to deactivate the synoids. I felt my veins turn to ice as he continued in a soft, amused voice.
"Did you like the first demonstration of the core scrambler, Mike? It's something I stole straight from Maximillian Industries when I dropped in for a visit. Shutting down synoids is just one of the functions. Let me show you what else it can do."
I braced myself when he pressed a button, expecting anything. But for a few ominous seconds, nothing happened.
Then Poddar groaned.
He staggered to his feet, limbs jerking like a zombie rising from the dead. Wincing, he placed his hands on his temples. "Mike … something's wrong. My head — it hurts so bad. I can't … I can't—"
I stared helplessly, realizing what was happening. "No. That's not possible." Then I recalled Faraday's words.
… supplied you with allies …
Kilgore grinned, revealing soot-smeared teeth. "Why did you think I let you bring him here? He was on the list of synoids in the Haven. All warfare is based on deception, Mike. In this case, the man you thought was your friend will be the enemy that kills you."
Poddar screamed, eyes flashing with unnatural light and blue blood trickling from his nostrils. His voice turned garbled, nearly robotic in range. "What's … happening to me?"
I reached in my jacket pocket for another moon clip. "Don't do this, Kilgore. I'm warning you—"
"Save your threats, Mike. You brought this on yourself." His eyes flicked over to Poddar. "Kill Mike and the girl. Then kill yourself."
I turned to Poddar, holding up a forestalling hand. "Poddar — you gotta fight it. Don't let some damn signal change who you are."
He looked at me with the face of a stranger: eyes cold, flat, and lifeless, face fixed in a grim scowl. Reaching behind him, he unsheathed the talwar saber and activated the laser edge with a click of a switch on the hilt. The blade hummed with every motion as if eager to be used.
I reloaded the Mean Ol' Broad and snapped the cylinder into place. "Come on, Poddar. This isn't you. We're not enemies, remember? You don't want to—"
Poddar didn't say anything. Never changing expression, he shot forward, exodermis-enhanced muscles propelling him faster than a normal man could react. Unfortunately, I wasn't a normal man. My arm raised at the same time, lining him up in the sights of my revolver. The motion was automatic, honed by decades of training and survival instinct as if performed by another man. A man free of the pretenses, the guilt, the grief that hampered me. His voice spoke in the back of my mind, calm and self-assured.
You are reason. I am pure instinct.
A single round boomed like a thunderclap in the cathedral. Poddar's head snapped back in a cloud of blue mist, brain core disintegrated by the close-range gunshot. The sword fell from his fingers and hit the floor in a shower of sparks. Poddar's momentum carried him forward in drunken fashion before he collapsed in my arms, eyes staring sightlessly from a face that still bore no expression even as his system shut down. I lowered him to the ground, jaw trembling. It didn't feel like I'd shot a synthetic humanoid at all.
It felt like I just killed my friend.
"Mike?"
Natasha was propped on her elbows, frozen in the act of trying to get up. Her face was dotted by soot and blood, her eyes wide in shock, staring at Poddar's motionless body. Half of me cradled his body and howled until my throat collapsed. The other half of me had already turned away, looking to deal a headshot to Kilgore.
He wasn't there.
The bio-storage case was gone, too. Looking around, I spotted a spiral staircase behind the stage, leading up to an open hatch in the ceiling. The water that streamed down let me know it was an exit to the rooftop.
I turned to Natasha, who knelt beside Poddar, still staring in disbelief. Her eyes slowly met mine. She flinched at what she saw.
"Get out of here, Natasha."
"You're not coming, Mick? I told you — backup is on the way. You don't need to—"
"I don't need backup. Besides, the entire force might be just like him."
"He was your friend, Mick."
"He was. But not anymore. Get in the elevator and get as far as you can away from here. Now."
She scrambled to her feet and broke into a stumbling run toward the exit, throwing fearful looks over her shoulder. I waited until she boarded the elevator before I turned, holstered the Broad, ascended the staircase, and went through the hatch into the pouring rain. Pulling myself up quickly, I took a wary look around.
The wind was vicious, snatching the Bogart off my head the moment I stepped onto the narrow observation deck. Reserved for the most daring tourists, only a six-foot barrier of plexiglass separated the visitor from a stunning panoramic view of New Haven in all of its opulent glory. I wasn't there for the astonishing scenery, though. Soaked to the bone and blazing with white-hot fury, I was there to kill a man.
Kilgore was in his teleportation pose: on one knee with his fist planted against the ground, the bio-case dangling from his other hand. But instead of the usual blinding flash of galvanic energy, tiny sparks flashed in circles around him like electronic moths, flickering before dying out.
I placed a gasper my mouth and looked at the rain that fell in sheets around us. It sparkled in rainbow hues as if coated in soap, crackling with the faint sound of ghost static. I grinned as I lit the cigarette.
"Just ain't your day, is it?"
I could tell Kilgore was seriously injured by the way he moved. The internal damage was enough to have killed a normal man, but Kilgore was something else altogether. Still, seeing him stand on wobbly legs gave me a little bit of hope. If he was somewhere around twenty-five percent, the chance of a fair fight was in my favor.
He gave the sparkling downpour an irritated glance. "This is the second time someone used an anti-aberrant field to contain my abilities. I think the word is getting out."
"Yeah, I'd tell you to try a different approach next time, but there won't be one."
"A different approach?"
I spewed smoke into the rain. "A next time."
A tight grin stretched across his cheeks. "You don't give up, do you?"
I pulled the Mean Ol' Broad and aimed. "Nope."
He twisted sideways, dodging the first shot, then ducked low and spun to avoid the next. The third thumped against his armored chest. The fourth took some meat off his leg when he charged. Five and six missed at point-blank range when he zigzagged back and forth.
Seizing my wrist, he twisted, snapping the bones with an audible crack and flare of agony. The Broad clattered against the wet rooftop. I gasped in pain, swinging an electro-charged fist that he caught with his other hand. Before the energy discharged, he squeezed and shattered the HFM, ripping if from my arm in a shower of sparks and frayed wires. I smashed my forehead into his face, reeling back as my vision went double.
Kilgore barely seemed to notice, teeth flashing in an animal grin as he threw blurred punches that rocked my torso, hitting the armored plate with the force of close-range gunshots. An uppercut finished the combo, snapping my head backward and knocking me clean off my feet. I must have blacked out for a second, because the next thing I knew I was on my back, blinking in the rain with Kilgore standing over me. Seizing me by my coat lapels, he hoisted and swung me into the shatterproof barrier, which contradicted its purpose by splintering ominously from the force. Jamming an elbow against my throat, Kilgore thrust his snarling face inches away from mine.
"Tell me where you heard the name Merlin. Maybe I'll kill you quickly instead of dragging this out."
I winced, spitting out a broken molar in a stream of blood. "Sounds like an attractive choice, but … think I'll pass."
The elbow jabbed harder, nearly crushing my larynx. "Look at you, Mike. You're a ghost haunting a world that no longer has any use for you. You don't even know who the hell you are anymore."
I struggled helplessly, using the act to pull the target disk from my pocket and slap it on his back. Sagging in his grip, I gave him my best mocking smirk. "That's where you're wrong, Ace. I'm the Troubleshooter. And I can take whatever you dish out, so go ahead and do your worst."
He stared at me for a moment, eyes quivering with insane rage. Finally, his teeth clamped together in a rictus snarl as he released me.
"Suit yourself."
He slammed a boot into my abdomen with the force of a close-range shotgun blast. The plexiglass shattered, and I tumbled backward in a shower of glittering shards. As I fell, I yanked the ripcord on the over-the-shoulder harness, releasing the smart grenades. They popped from their holdings and sailed toward Kilgore, lights winking and humming as the charges timed down. I saw his shocked expression for a split second before he vanished from my line of sight as I plummeted down the side of the Spire, bathed in neon light and pouring rain, flogger fluttering around me like broken wings.
The explosion on the rooftop sent a seismic shockwave that I felt even while falling, destroying the entire top of the Spire in a mushrooming blast of flame, smoke, and smoldering rubble. Fragments sailed past me, propelled by the volatile force, embers trailing fire that hissed in the rain. I plunged in the middle of the burning debris, a descent that took forever and no time at all: arms outstretched, eyes closed, the taste of tears on my tongue, memories of Maxine on my mind.
It was a good way to die.

Chapter 15: Trubble-Free

Natasha's journal: Entry 1
A month passed since Mick died. The time flew by, but sometimes I still can't believe it. New Haven survived, but Mick didn't. It seems almost unfair. In a lot of ways, Mick was New Haven. It doesn't feel right for things to just go on without him. I'm using this journal as a way to sort things out. Examine my feelings — all that therapeutic crap. After going through the mourning process, I finally feel like talking about him, even if it's just words no one else will read.
It feels like just yesterday when I watched in horror as the top of the Spire exploded, casting fiery fragments all over the Haven like a meteor shower. I barely escaped without injury, running for my life while burning pieces rained down around me. All I could think about was that Mick was in that building when it blew up. I remembered all the times he'd joke about his injuries and tell me he'd get better. But when I looked up and saw the booming cloud of flame and debris, I knew he wouldn't be coming back. Maybe he preferred to go out like that. As I stared at the destruction with tears streaming down my face, I heard his sarcastic voice in my head.
At least I went out with a bang, Natasha. What more can a man like me ask for?
Shortly after, the ground shuddered and rumbled, bucking like an earthquake struck. I didn't know it at the time, but it was the Haven's emergency motors taking the entire city out of the depths to the surface. Out of options, the Council's hands were finally forced. The waters receded, and the Haven rose out of seclusion into an entirely different world.
After that, it was day after day of rapid changes. The shock of surfacing, seeing the real world for what seemed like the first time. The opening of the Haven, the storm of armed troops, and the subsequent takeover by the Southern Alliance. The Council was disbanded, all official departments were in a transition state, and the city swamped with soldiers, bureaucrats, and nonstop tourists.
I drive the streets a lot these days, looking at the city with fresh eyes. Or maybe the Haven is revealed for the first time with the façade of shielding and underwater asylum no longer masking the place. The sunlight that streams through the avenues and between buildings is real, golden, and brilliant. How could we have ever accepted artificial illumination as the real thing? The sky is a blue I can't remember seeing before, streaked with wispy white clouds trailing along at an unhurried pace.
There isn't a single drop of rain to worry about.
That might be the strangest part. It always rained in New Haven, part of the water recycling process and pressure release from underwater habitation. With the Haven above water, the constant downpours have stopped. There isn't even any in the forecast for weeks.
As I rolled through the Flats district last week, I thought about Mick. He might have loved what happened to his city. He might have hated it. I don't really know because I didn't know Mick like I thought I did. He was a chameleon, a magician, a shapeshifter: swapping personalities and becoming whatever suited the task at hand. He was a killer, a gentleman, a crime boss, a sly trickster, a tender soul. He was the man that put his life on the line to save mine more than once.
I miss him terribly.
Natasha's journal: Entry 2
Pulling into the parking lot of the Gaiden made me smile. Like everything in lower New Haven, it had been completely submerged during the flooding. But since most structures were made of polyurethane materials, the water damage wasn't too bad. Two weeks after the Haven surfaced and was subsequently annexed by the Southern Territories, the Gaiden was back in business. And business boomed.
I decided to visit during the day because trying to see Fats the Jazz Man at night was impossible because of the crowds. The Haven was swamped with newcomers, a nonstop stream of tourists who signed up on a waiting list for their chance to visit the famous lost city. The City that Care Forgot, a region that vanished in the Cataclysm, identified by its culture of celebration and excess. Back then, it was known by an entirely different name.
New Orleans.
I stepped out the wheeler, looking at the gleaming androids change the sign on the nightclub. The name Gaiden was gone, replaced by something in tune with the newfound culture and appropriate to the owner: Big Easy's.
Fats the Jazz Man was busy directing the renovation of the joint when I entered. Cheerful with the workers, he slapped backs, laughed uproariously, and gave directions in his booming, gravelly voice. Catching my gaze, he waved me over.
"Ms. Luzzatti. Ain't you a sight for sore eyes."
I embraced him with a smile. "Come on, Fats. You know me well enough to call me Natasha."
"That I do, Natasha. That I do. Come on to the back. I got something to give you."
His office was a comfortable room of wood and leather that smelled like spicy cigar smoke and fresh coffee. I sat in one of the plush armchairs. "I like what you've done with the place, Fats."
His smile was wide as he took a seat behind the polished mahogany desk. "Thanks. I've been looking up New Orleans' history since the news broke, and I wanted to reflect that with the update." His eyes drifted to the picture on his desk. "The place needed a change anyway. You know — with him no longer with us."
I picked up the picture. "You can say his name, Fats. I think Mick would have loved the new look."
In the picture, Fats had an arm slung around Mick's shoulders. I stood in front of them with Mick's hand around my waist. All of us had huge smiles on our faces. It was one of the rare times Mick actually looked happy. Mick smiled all the time, but usually it was the weary kind, a sly grin, or a devilish one. But the snapshot captured Mick the way I would always remember him: eyes bright, smile wide, face free of the stress that he carried most of the time.
Feeling my eyes moisten, I quickly changed the subject. "Yeah, I hear the new Council is thinking about reverting the Haven's name back to New Orleans. That or Crescent City, another old nickname. The name New Haven is already taken by a city in someplace called Connecticut, wherever that is."
"Wherever anything is. All this time, I've been stuck in New Haven when there's a whole stretch of Territories to explore." He shook his head. "First chance I get, I'm going on vacation. Gotta see what's out there."
"It doesn't frighten you, Fats?"
"What?"
"The unknown. Everything out there. All I've been doing is watching streaming video, trying to catch up on everything. Distrustful Territories, the United Havens, synoids, and cyborgs … hell, in this world, the HSSC are the good guys. It's too much. Sometimes I just curl up in bed and sob like a baby."
"Tell me about it." He opened a bottle of bourbon on his desk and poured it into two glasses. "It's a lot to take in at once, kid. Just take it one day at a time." He slid one of the glasses over to me.
I picked it up, smelling the strong scent that reminded me so much of Mick. "I'm trying, Fats. Just wish I could handle it as well as you have."
He chuckled as he downed his shot. "Don't let the cool attitude fool you. Deep inside, I'm scared outta my mind."
I laughed at the idea. "Hard to picture, Fats. Did you … get the procedure?"
"Not much of a procedure, really. Good thing, too. At least Faraday made things easy. Maybe he knew this was gonna happen eventually."
"What do you remember?"
He grew somber, eyes distant. "A lot. Family I'd completely forgotten about. My childhood. And things … a lot of things I'm not proud of."
I didn't press the issue, recognizing tender wounds when I saw them. "I just had it done today."
He gave me an empathetic look. "And …?"
"Not much. I was practically raised in the Haven. What I remember are just fleeting memories. Childhood stuff. I still have no idea what my folks were running from when they came to New Haven. I don’t think my father ever told me."
"That's not so bad, Natasha. Just means you're free to do what you want without suppressed memories coming back to haunt you."
"Yeah, I guess. With the police force suspended from the government takeover, I'm out of a job. I'm converting the Luzzatti building to a hotel since it looks like tourism is going to be the main source of income from now on. Most of my tenants turned out to be synoids anyway." I laughed weakly. "Not that I have to worry about money. A substantial deposit appeared in my account, already converted to UH currency."
Fats smiled. "Mick?"
"Who else? Taking care of me like he always did."
He poured another shot and raised his glass. "To Mick: a good man to the end."
I raised mine. "To Mick." Downing the bourbon only made me choke a little bit.
Clearing his throat, Fats rummaged beneath his desk, and hefting a gleaming square metal box, he set it on the table with a thump. "Speaking of, he left this for you."
I eyed the box warily. The last time I saw it was in the Spire, where Mick and Kilgore went to their deaths fighting over it. "How in the world did you find that?"
"Insurance policy."
"What?"
He shrugged. "Something Mick did last-minute, I guess. I didn't know anything about it. A day after the explosion, I got a ping on my holoband. It took a while to realize it was a homing beacon. I followed it until I found the box half-submerged in a creek made by the floodwaters, nearly a mile away from the Spire. The water had washed it away like it did everything else."
My eyes never left the storage case. "Do you know what's in it?"
"Haven't the slightest. Don't wanna know. I found out a long time ago that discretion is a wise man's tool. Whatever's in there, I could care less. All I know is he wanted you to have it."
"How do you know that?"
"He left a couple of messages on the panel. I played the one he left for me. There's one for you too. Don't worry, I didn't play it. Like I said: discretion."
I hesitated, suddenly anxious for some reason. Fats seemed to understand. Standing up, he smiled. "I'll give you some private time." He gently patted my shoulder when he passed, shutting the door behind him.
I stared at the mystery box. The lights from the room glimmered across its alloyed surface in polychromatic hues, and a green light pulsed softly on a small panel. I took a deep breath and pressed it.
The panel hummed, then projected a holographic image of Mick: life-sized and so realistic that I gasped. Only the slight flickering blue light around his frame stopped me from believing he was right there. He looked as I last saw him: dark trousers, white shirt, armored plate over his chest, overcoat and fedora on. A cigarette hung from the corner of his mouth, unlit.
"Hey, sweetheart. I know you didn't expect to see me like this, but what can I say: it is what it is. If you're watching, then I didn't make it. Don't go all soft on me — I had a nice run. Shooting trouble is a short-lived occupation, anyhow. Didn't expect it to last forever. Don't bother feeling guilty about anything — none of this was your fault. I had a reckoning coming for a long time. In a way, I stole a chunk of time I would never have had otherwise. I'm just glad you were a part of it."
I smiled, feeling a teardrop slide down my cheek.
He continued. "About the case: The only thing you need to know about it is that it's dangerous. I trust you, so I know you'll do the right thing. Someone is gonna contact you, probably sooner than later. Her name is Ms. Sinn. Don't worry about the name — she's one of the good guys. You give her the case and forget you ever saw it. Live your life, Natasha. Find whatever you want to do and do it. Be happy — that's what your folks wanted for you. That's all I ever wanted for you. Be happy. I wish you nothing but the best."
He paused, a wry smile on his lips. "Okay, that's enough gabbing. You know the rest, anyway."
The hologram flickered out of existence, and the world became that much smaller. I sat there for a long time, thinking about my time with Mick Trubble. His visits with my family, coming over for dinners, he and I dancing in a cramped safety room. The first and only time we kissed. And all the time after, when he carefully watched over me through my trauma, taking care of my affairs and making sure I never wanted for a thing. Mick was always there, a solid presence in my life. My dark angel, my protector, my friend.
"I love you too, Mick," I whispered.
Natasha's journal: Entry 3
Yesterday, she showed up.
I was in the lobby of the Luzzatti, overseeing the renovation. Like Fats, I decided to busy myself with work to keep my mind focused. The Art Deco architecture of the Luzzatti fit well with the history and style of New Orleans, but I still made a few changes in the furnishings and other touches to reflect the newfound culture.
"Excuse me, Ms. Luzzatti."
I don't remember leaving the doors unlocked, but she was inside, standing on the newly installed mosaic of a golden fleur-de-lis in the center of the black-tiled floor. The stylized design was popping up everywhere, throwbacks to the unofficial symbol of the pre-Cataclysm city. The woman regarded me with such a self-assured manner that for a second I felt as though I was the intruder. I knew then that she was the one Mick spoke about in his recording.
"Ms. Sinn, I’m guessing."
She wore a floral-printed breezy sundress, a wide straw hat over her softly curled hair, and oversized shades over her eyes. With the light streaming from the narrow windows, her bronzed skin practically glowed. Her gloved hand held the handle of a perfectly ordinary suitcase as if she was about to check in.
"That's correct, Natasha. Pleased to meet you."
I had a hundred questions to ask: where she met Mick, how long she knew him, what their relationship was. But I held my tongue because I realized it didn't matter. Mick was gone, and he made one request of me before he died.
I walked behind the clerk counter, selected a keycard, and swiped it through the scanner before handing it to her.
"You'll find what you're looking for in room 2046. I found an entrance to a hidden room inside. Seemed like a good place to keep it."
Ms. Sinn accepted the card with an enigmatic smile. I knew then that she already knew about the secret room. I wondered what else she knew.
She removed her sunglasses, looking at me with large, luminous brown eyes. "I know quite a lot, Natasha."
I stifled a gasp. "You can …?
She laughed at my expression. "No, I can't read your mind. But I can usually predict what a person is thinking, especially when it's all over their face. You should come upstairs with me. I rarely have a chance to spend time with people anymore."
I hesitated but decided she was right. We had only one thing that connected us, and that alone was worth a conversation. I felt decidedly out of my league when we walked to the elevator. Ms. Sinn was the model of grace and stylishness, evident in every elegant movement, every facial expression. I was in yoga pants and an oversized T-shirt, my hair pulled back in a hasty ponytail. We couldn't have been more different, but we shared a bond whether I wanted to admit it or not.
The doors closed, and the elevator silently ascended. Ms. Sinn glanced at me, an amused expression on her face.
"No need to be nervous, Natasha. If you're wondering about my relationship with Mick, it was strictly professional."
My face reddened. "That's … not what I was thinking at all."
"Ah. My mistake." Her smile indicated that she didn't make mistakes, but gratefully she didn't press the issue. "So, what do you think of the new city?"
"I’m still getting used to things. All these people, the new faces — it feels like a zoo exhibit sometimes. People coming from all over to stare and point."
"It's the newest craze right now. A lost city appearing from out of the blue is not only newsworthy, it's the distraction this nation needs right now."
"Why do you say that?"
"Tensions are thick between Territories at the moment. Too many secrets, too much bad blood. Rebellion is mounting, vigilantism on the rise. You'll see. It will only be a matter of time before this Haven is divided into warring factions: the mobsters, the UH spies, the Southern aristocrats. It will be something, I'll tell you that."
I eyed her curiously. "How could you know that?"
"Simple mathematics. I ran the statistics and numbers never lie."
The elevator chimed, and the doors slid open, allowing us to enter the hallway and walk toward the room. Ms. Sinn chatted as if I were an old friend.
"What are your plans now, Natasha? It looks as though you're planning on staying in the city."
"I am. It's still home, even if it's changing by the day. But I like the changes. At least I know it's real. And I want to contribute to the city. Do something worthwhile, something that makes a difference."
"I'm sure you'll get your job back if you're patient, Natasha. The Council will have to mobilize a force soon, and they'll be looking for bright, young, exemplary officers. The question is: do you want to be a police officer in a city that will quickly become a quagmire of conflict and power struggles?"
I couldn't help but smile. "I remember something Mick said once: 'you can't expect to clean up the streets without getting your hands dirty.'"
"He was a man of simple effectiveness, that’s for sure. It's too bad he won't be around to keep an eye on things. He was never one for red tape and bureaucratic restrictions."
I opened Mick's old room, grateful for it being renovated, repainted, and completely clear of any traces of his presence. It wasn't hard to do — he rarely spent more than a few hours at a time there anyway. The closet revealed the doorway to the hidden room. I activated the opening mechanism via the bio-recognition software I installed earlier.
"Had to install a new door. The old one was damaged like someone broke out from the inside."
"Yes, an angry Wildcat will do that." Sinn's eyes fixed on the storage case on the center table of the brightly lit lab. Without ceremony, she picked it up and stored it inside the suitcase as if it was a simple trinket. In the city, she'd appear as just another tourist enjoying her stay. It was the perfect way to escape notice.
"What exactly is that, anyway? Why is it so important?"
"You might say it's something ahead of its time." She smiled as if at a hidden joke. "Given everything that happened, do you really want to know more?"
"No." I was surprised by the feeling of relief that came over me. Whatever Mick had been involved in, it spanned decades of his life and spawned the deadliest of enemies. He never wanted that side of his life to touch me, and in the end, I finally understood why.
She gripped the handle of the suitcase. "Well, it's certainly been a pleasure, Natasha. I can see why Mick cared so much about you. I'd love to sit and chat, but unfortunately, time is not of the essence."
"I understand."
She smiled, studying my face. "You have a question."
I blushed at how easily she read my thoughts. "What you said earlier about the police force. Why bring that up?"
She took a look around the tech center. "I might be stepping outside of boundaries, but I can't help but notice that you're an independently wealthy person with connections all over the city and access to a highly advanced command hub with prototype systems. If you investigate this place thoroughly, you'll find several helpful tools a resourceful person might find useful in making a difference, should you be so inclined."
My eyes widened. "But … this stuff isn't even mine."
"It is now. All of it responsive to your bio-signature, able to be reconfigured and customized however you wish."
"Why … are you telling me this?"
Another mysterious smile. "Just trying to help, Natasha. You have all the time in the world to think about it."
I was so distracted that I barely noticed when she left. I stayed in the chamber for a long time, thinking about my life. Thinking about Mick, the only mainstay I'd known for a long time. He was gone, but I still have to go on. In a way, my life has only just started, and the road is wide open. It's time for me to choose what I want for myself.
Natasha's journal: Entry 4
A few weeks later, and it's done. I found a familiar building for sale in the old Flats neighborhood and purchased it. Formerly owned by Ms. Kilby by way of Mick Trubble. It isn't much to look at, but that's the point. Best to be inconspicuous when you're in the business of other people's business. The old name has been replaced by a new one, something with a nice ring to it while paying tribute to the ones that came before.
NATTY AND TRUBBLE INVESTIGATORS

And blinking beneath it is another sign, a (hopefully) temporary one.
NOW HIRING

Looking at my new business makes me smile. If Mick was here, I knew what he would say: he hated it. But deep inside, I know he'd be proud of me. Not for trying to follow in his footsteps — I have no intention of trying to shoot trouble for a living. But for taking the lessons I learned from him and Poddar and molding them into my own life. Because there are always cases that slip through the cracks, and people with problems that no one else can solve. And if I can do something to help, I'll be making a difference. Not just for them, but for me too. Like a wise man told me: I needed to find what I wanted to do and do it.
Mission accomplished.
* * *
Bang

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, I hope you stick around for the next installment.
All the best,
— BC

Review at Amazon

Mid-Credits

Cash Murdock munched on granola cereal and stared at his latest addiction: the latest news about the resurfacing of New Orleans. The virtual tour of the city was amazing, drone footage of monolithic buildings both oppressive and breathtaking, Art Deco architecture, and retro styles of vehicles and fashion. Just the thought of something that massive being underwater for decades and no one being the wiser was mind-boggling.
"Wild…"
"What's wild?"
Cash nearly choked on his cereal when Mateo bounded into the cramped kitchenette like an overgrown puppy dog. He leaped onto a stool and thrust his face at the screen, a broad grin on his face. "Are you still watching the lost city stuff? We should go there. Can we go, Cash? Be more fun seeing it in person."
"Probably would." Cash wiped milk from his chin with a napkin. "But the place is swamped with tourists right now, kid. I hear the waiting list is years long at this point, and it's only been a month."
"I bet Jinx can get us in. A few keyboard taps, and we'll be at the front of the list."
"Yeah, she probably could. But that's illegal. We're the guys that haul in lawbreakers, remember?"
Mateo smirked. "We're Nimrods, remember? We haul in anyone with a bounty on their head."
Cash sighed. "Is there something you wanted?"
Mateo paused, thinking hard before brightening. "Oh yeah — new bounty post. It just broke on the boards."
"I told you — we're not wasting time with the small fries. Gotta be big bulls if I'm gonna fire up the Battle-Cat."
"This guy's got a major payday on his head. Everyone is gonna be looking for him." Mateo waved a hand over his holoband, opening up the screen.
Cash squinted. "Five mil for live capture? Who the hell is this guy?" His eyes widened. "Shut it down, kid."
Mateo stared. "Shut it down? This is for big bulls, Cash. You just said—"
"I know what I said. This is something else, though. Shut it down, and for God's sake, don't mention anything about this guy to Happy."
"What guy?" Happy asked, leaning against the doorframe with her arms crossed.
Cash groaned, slapping a palm against his face. "Just great. All I wanted to do was enjoy a bowl of cereal and the morning news. Can't a man get even a few minutes of quiet time?"
"What guy, Cash?"
Mateo smiled at her. "We can't tell you, Happy. Cash said not to."
Cash's teeth gritted. "It's too late for that, kid."
Happy leaned over, slamming her metal hand against the table. "Pull it up, Mateo."
"But Cash said—"
"Now."
"Fine." He opened his screen with a surly frown.
Happy's face barely altered, but her pupils quivered as she stared. "That's not possible."
Cash nodded. "That's right — it's not possible. Gotta be a mistake, right?"
"They told me he was dead."
"Yeah, I was there. So, this is just bad intel. A hoax or something."
She glanced at the news footage on the window screen. "Just when the lost Haven resurfaces? Not a chance. He's alive. He's out there, and we have to be the ones to get him."
"Look, Happy — there are rules to this business—"
"Choke on your rules, Cash. You know what this means for me."
"—and the first one is to never take personal jobs. You need to sit this one out."
Her head snapped up, light flickering from her bionic eye. "Really? So if you found out your wife's murderer was on the bounty list, you wouldn't take the job?"
His face heated as if he'd just been slapped. "That's … not fair, Happy."
"Nothing's fair. You know what you'd do, Cash. Fire up the engines. We're going hunting."
He threw up his hands. "You don't even know where this guy is. He could be anywhere in the world right now."
"I know where he might be. Where everyone goes sooner or later."
"Yeah? Where's that?"
"Where it all began. Come on, I'll give you the coordinates." She stormed out the door, boots clomping down the hallway.
Cash glared at Mateo. "See what you started, kid?" Shaking his head, he followed her out at a much slower pace.
Mateo blinked. "What did I do?" Looking around, he spotted the half-eaten bowl of granola. "Are you gonna finish—?" Shrugging, he moved into Cash's vacated spot, shoving a spoonful of cereal into his mouth and staring in wonder at the news coverage showing the streets of the lost city.
"Wild…"

The hunt begins in Nimrod Squad Vol 2: Trouble Man
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Post-credits

Michelle jogged through the kitchen into the bar, giving an apologetic wave to Debbie. "Sorry I'm late. There was another riot on the way in."
Debbie shook her head. "I saw it on the news. More rebels starting trouble with the RCE."
"Been that way since I was a kid. I don't understand it. The UH took control a long time ago. Why keep fighting for a lost cause?"
"No idea. It's killing business, that's for sure."
Michelle glanced around the dimly-lit, nearly empty bar. "Another slow night, huh?"
"You know how it is." Debbie nodded to the lone man at the end of the counter. "New guy's a steady drinker and a good tipper. Take good care of him. Call a cabbie if he gets too juiced."
"He the one playing jazz on the jukebox?"
"Yeah, ever since he came in. Better than the trash that normally gets played, that's for sure. I'm out — see you tomorrow night."
"See you."
Michelle wiped the counter down, glancing at the man from the corner of her eye. He looked like he jumped out of a painting from an old cocktail lounge, dressed in a dark suit with a fedora tilted over his eyes as if transported from the era when mobsters and molls still ran the streets of Chicago. The smooth jazz playing in the background felt like a soundtrack for his being there.
She smiled as she approached. "Never seen you here before. You new in town?"
He glanced up, face shadowed by his fedora. "New? Not really. It's been a long time, though."
"You used to live here?"
"I was born here. Ran the streets as a kid, doing what I could to get by. You know how it is."
She nodded, propping her elbows on the counter. "Yeah, I know how it is. What brings you back?"
"Nostalgia."
She laughed. "Nostalgia? For the grit and grime of Chicago? Most people who get lucky enough to leave don't bother coming back."
"What can I say? I'm a sucker for trouble. Figured I'd see how things have been since I left."
"And?"
"Not much has changed."
"Yeah, I figured. Nothing ever changes in Chi-town."
"I guess not."
She glanced at his empty glass. "Looks like you're empty. Ready for a reload?"
"Hit me."
"What's your poison?"
A smile touched his lips. "Bulleit Neat."
* * *
Bang
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