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(In Chronological Order)


	Four Shots

	New Haven Blues

	The Most Dangerous Dame

	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 the architects had envisioned. The same greed and lust for power that existed before the Cataclysm resurfaced, and the Havens quickly became quagmires of political and economic conflict, threatening to destroy the future envisioned by their 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 One: A Dame with Trubble
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Whoever said misery loves company was right on the money—and probably the loneliest soul on the planet. Because the problem is that company doesn't love you back. Being miserable is a rather dismal and insular experience, something I can relate to from prolonged exposure.

Naturally, the sound of rain pounding the pavement outside my grime-streaked windows complemented the depression. I didn't complain, though. Most folks hate the rain 'cause they're thinking about their hair or their darb rags that are about to get soaked. Then you got those daisies that get all depressed and sit around crying and writing poetry and all. 

But me?

Suited my mood just fine. The office air conditioner blew its circuits a while back, so I kinda liked it when the rain cooled things down and washed some of the grime off the streets and into the gutters where it belonged. Until things got dirty again, that is. That's about the only thing you could bank on in New Haven. 

Nothing stayed clean.

The office air tasted like menthol. Wisps lazily drifted from the ashtray and wafted to the ceiling fan, where they scattered like cowardly ghosts. I reclined with my heels on the desk, enjoying the moment with a couple of friends: the Mean Ol' Broad and Jack. The Broad rested in the holster under my arm. Jack was in a bottle on the desktop, accompanied by a few shot glasses.

It was a celebration of sorts. My life of memory blackouts, hard-drinking, and skirt-chasing had finally come to its anti-climactic conclusion. I figured it was only a matter of hours before the Russians broke down the door in a hail of hot lead and bad breath. I'd run out of places to hide, and the only reason I was in my office was the common knowledge that I hated to work.

I had just poured another shot when my secretary buzzed over the intercom. "You ... have a ... c-client ... Mr. Trrrubble." Pris was running on an outdated audio program, apparent in embarrassing and obvious ways.

I figured if my guests were Nimrods, they would've scattered her circuits and kept coming. Even so, I reached under the desk and positioned the scattergun I had in place. It pays to be paranoid when there's a price on your head. I told Pris to admit them and placed my finger on the trigger as the door opened. 

My guest wasn't Russian. That should have been relieving, but it wasn't. Because the lady that entered was even worse. I could tell from the staccato of her stilettos as they tortured my floor. The way she entered like a queen coming down to whip some peasants into shape.

She was from money, though. I saw that in the sleek cut of her designer skirt and the black lacey blouse, both suggestive yet elegant, complemented by matching gloves. Her hair fell in expert curls under her black beret. Her eyes were either gray or blue, depending on how the light caught them. In either case, they took in the chaos that passed for my office in a blink. 

The lug that shadowed her didn't look local. Best guess, I'd say initially from India. 'Course, seeing as how the entire world shifted since the Cataclysm; nationality didn't mean much anymore. His long black flogger was perfect for concealing any heat he had on his person. I pegged him as her bodyguard. He confirmed it with an aggressive shake of his umbrella, scanning me over with a pensive frown.

I caught that in about two seconds, not moving other than to take my finger off the trigger and my heels off the desk. A man has to have some formalities. I gestured to the battered seats in front of me.

"Please. Have a seat, Ms.—?

"Kilby. The name is Kilby." She sat with natural grace, crossing one black stocking-clad leg over the other. 

I slid a spare glass her way. "Giggle juice?"

"Not when I'm on business, thank you."

She opened a silver case and selected a smoke. I fumbled for my lighter, but her help was quicker, lighting her gasper so smoothly it felt choreographed. 

"Thank you, Poddar." She blew a thin stream of poison so elegantly that it almost irritated me. I was suddenly aware of the water stains in the ceiling; the cigarette burns on the ratty carpet. My entire office looked one step short of a complete meltdown with the drunken stacks of wires and busted consoles scattered about.

"So, Miss Kilby. What can I do you for?" 

"I hear you're a Troubleshooter. A good one."

"Really? Who tipped you on that score?"

She smiled and ignored the question. Smart lady.

"I have a proposition for you, Mr. Trubble. One that will be quite profitable if you accept it."

I shrugged casually. "I've never had a problem with profit, Ms. Kilby. What's the proposition?"

That was all the cue she needed. Her pose was perfect, one hand on her crossed leg, the other holding the gasper with a delicately bent wrist. 

"I represent an individual who needs to recover an object of great value and is willing to pay a substantial amount for the job. Since the nature of both property and people involved are sensitive, the individual I represent feels it prudent to take care of said situation outside the boundaries of the law. This is where you come in, Mr. Trubble."

I nodded thoughtfully. "So, your boss wants me to get some stolen goods back. Ok, I get it. 'Substantial amount' is a kinda vague term, though. You're gonna have to do better than that if you wanna pique my interest, sweetheart."

Her lips curved into a 'gotcha' kind of smile. "Very well, Mr. Trubble. For the return of the property, the payment offered is one million dibs. The offer will be through an indentured account. The full amount on a dibcard. You get the PIN after the job concludes."

If heaven had poured honey in my ears, the sound couldn't have been sweeter. Without a decent case in months, I'd been down on my uppers and owed a few pretty pennies to a few dirty chumps. I was so euphoric that I didn't even hear the alarms going off in my head. 

I poured another shot of Jack in celebration. "Well, I must say that sounds like a desperate individual you represent, Ms. Kilby. But I'm feeling pretty damn gracious today, so I'll take the gig. I think you'd do best to drop all this 'individual' talk and let me know who's got this property and where exactly I can find him."

"Finding him won't be the problem, Mr. Trubble. I'm sure you've heard of him if you're as well informed as I believe you are. You may know him better by his street moniker. He's called Tommy. Tommy Tsunami."

The sharp crack was overly loud in the accompanying silence. I looked at the remnants of the shot glass that had shattered in my hand. The liquor and blood ran freely together, spattering on my desktop in Rorschach patterns. Oddly detached, I thought I saw my future in those red-gold blots. 

It didn't look pretty.
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Chapter 2: When It Rains
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"Why, Mr. Trubble, are you all right?" Ms. Kilby raised an eyebrow as if I wasn't dripping blood all over my desk. "Poddar, why don't you see to the man?"

He appeared just as concerned. "He's fine."

"Yeah, thanks." Papers slid off the desktop when I reached over and pressed the First Aid button on the wall. A couple of mechanized arms emerged from the box and whirred over my injury. "'Course this never would've happened if you'd have shot straight from the start, sister. You could've just said you were talking about Tommy 'Tsunami' Waterson." I winced, feeling pretty sorry for myself as the medimech cleaned and wrapped up my hand. I took it out on Ms. Kilby, giving her a hard glare.

"You wanna know why he got the name Tsunami? Because of all the stiffs he leaves in the wake of being bent. Bullet-ridden buildings, cement shoes, scattered limbs and all." 

I fumbled for a smoke, which was hard to do with a bum hand. "Deal's off, darling," I said, taking a hard drag on sweet nicotine. "Money ain't worth nothing if you're too dead to enjoy it. Find another patsy to do your dirty work."

"You're the only patsy I need, Mr. Trubble. Please don't insult my intelligence by acting as though you have a choice in this."

"Really?" I reclined and put my heels back on the desk where they belonged, ignoring Poddar's warning frown.  "You gonna tell me why I should stop the Mean Ol' Broad from showing both of you the way out?"

Ms. Kilby's eyes glimmered like newly polished bullets. She had one of those mystery smiles that dames put away for special occasions. "You have two major problems, Mr. Trubble. You gamble, and you lose. Badly. You're in for five hundred large with the Russians. Not to mention quite a few yards scattered across town. These people are not known for their patience. I hear the Goryachevas have a mark out for your head."

She had me, and she knew it. Debt is like one of my ex-girlfriends. Every time I think I've left it behind, it comes out of nowhere to kick me in the nuts.

Ms. Kilby leaned back. "So, the offer still stands. The deal is: Poddar will accompany you to ensure you don't take a sudden vacation and try to hack the dibcard. Not that I'd ever accuse you of being so cowardly."

I mentally canceled my vacation plans. "Of course not." 

"He is your partner now. If you want your payment, all you have to do is keep him close at all times. You know, like a Siamese twin."

Poddar tossed a dibcard on the desk. An indentured account, like Kilby said. Took a thumbprint and a PIN to complete the transfer to my account. The funds remained in a state of limbo until I withdrew or transferred them, which I couldn't do without the PIN. 

Still, it was one million dibs. The glow of the digital numbers blushed soft red on the display. That much lettuce could take care of a lot of problems, mainly the ones with Russian names. I casually tucked it in my shirt pocket. 

"Thing is, I do my best work without distractions, and I don't need anyone slowing me down. This ain't gonna work, sweetheart. I'm a solo act. Besides, who's gonna guard that pretty body of yours if your bodyguard is with me?"

She had already walked to the door. "That's awful gallant of you to be concerned for me, Mr. Trubble. A blunt object like yourself may not have the imagination to conceive this, but a lady is not entirely helpless these days. While being without Poddar is inconvenient, I assure you that I can manage." 

She paused. "Before you get any bright notions about Poddar, realize that in his homeland they called him the Prince. Some foolish individuals thought they could get away with kidnapping children from his village for the slave trade. He was the only one sent after the assailants. He brought every child home safely. The kidnappers weren't so fortunate." 

She favored him with a genuine smile that vanished when she turned to me. "Have a care, Mr. Trubble. I'll be in touch unless you manage to get killed before that can occur."

The door slid shut as she passed through the front office and exited into the rain. I remained with Poddar, who gazed at me with dark, somber eyes. 

"How is that cut doing?" His tone had the perfect degree of unconcerned concern.

I gave him my most irritating grin. "Don't worry, my trigger finger is just fine." 

I grabbed my flogger and hat from the rack beside the door. Can't be a Troubleshooter without the proper uniform. The flogger concealed the heat, and the fedora is all about attitude. That's why in New Haven, it's referred to as a Bogart. There's a lot of ways to wear a Bogart, and each one gives a clear indicator of your state of mind. I tilted mine forward so that it shadowed my eyes. To anyone approaching, it was a clear sign that I was on official Troubleshooter business. 

The last thing I picked up off the desk was a deck of cards, expertly shuffling them. After a few seconds, I extracted a single card: The ace of spades. Grinning, I slipped it into a hidden pocket in my sleeve.

Poddar waited impatiently. "What's with the card? Superstitious?"

"Always gotta have an ace in the hole, 'cause you just never know. Now, if you're through gawking, then let's go."

Pris twitched and shuddered at her desk as we passed by. "Have a g-g-g-good d-day, Mr. Trrrubble." 

Poddar paused. "Wow. And I thought the android we had in India was out of date."

"Yeah, I'm ... restoring her. She'll be worth a lot of berries one day." I stepped toward the door to avoid further embarrassment.

Poddar looked at the faded letters on the glass. "So why are you called a Troubleshooter? Because of your name?"

"Just a coincidence, pal. I guess when times were civilized, I'd have been called a private investigator.  Nowadays, when people got nowhere else to turn, they give me a call."  

"And what exactly is it that you do?"

I grinned. "I do pretty much what the name implies. I shoot trouble."

We stepped outside and eyeballed the downpour. Good thing my flogger was waterproof. I pulled a gasper out and lit it, puffing smoke into the drizzle.

Poddar looked glum from under the doorway canopy. "It's rained almost every day since I got here. Is it always like this?"

"Yeah, you'd think the labcoats at Environmental would be able to do something about it, but that would be too much to ask. They give you a lot of blab about recycling the outside climate, but I figure it's just to keep the residents depressed and drinking booze." I chuckled around my gasper. "That's my excuse, anyway."

We walked under the covered sidewalk to avoid the downpour. I gave Poddar a sidelong glance. "So—you and Kilby from outside the Haven? We don't get a lot of outsiders here. You have a hard time getting in?"

Poddar frowned as if trying to remember. I figured it was more like trying to decide what to tell me.

"I was raised in India, in one of the sanctuary cities outside of the main Haven. I was never fortunate enough to win the entrance lottery, so this is the first Haven I've been inside. Kilby was the one who secured passage, so I don't know anything about that." He took another look at the rain streaming from the canopy. "I hear that many other Havens have to ration their water supply, so I guess you should be grateful." 

I shrugged. "Yeah, with so much of the city's energy diverted to the shield that separates us from the Outside, I guess it's a wonder that anything works right."

He frowned. "I didn't expect it to be like—this."

"Like what? Grimy and dark?" I grinned. "You ain't seen the half. Welcome to New Haven, Ace. Not exactly the utopia you imagined, right? Things tend to go to ground pretty quickly when you cram a bunch of humans in an artificial construct, even if it is to survive the Cataclysm."

The disappointment was evident on Poddar's face. "We were always told that the Havens were the model of citizenship. That the architects conceived them with the idea of rising above the self-destructive mindset that nearly destroyed us in the first place."

I blew a stream of gasper smoke into the rain. "Yeah. Go figure."

My office was crammed alongside so many others on a narrow avenue in the Flats. I gestured to the neighborhood of old and decrepit office buildings, crumbling hotels, and tenements. "Once, this was the heart of the city. Then businesses moved Uptown. The buildings were abandoned or turned into public housing units, and you know the rest of the story—low income and a hike in questionable activity.  Pushers, dealers, boozehounds, goons, and pro skirts."

I smiled, breathing in the smell of rain and refuse. "Just the type of place for a loser like me." 

The storm cleared away the regular crew of panhandlers and shakers, but there were always a few rubes around who didn't know to come in out of the rain. I was so jazzed on the new gig that I didn't bother eyeballing the zones before making my exit. That mistake was exposed when a saccharine voice spoke from behind us.

"Going somewhere, Troubleshooter?"

The only reason I didn't turn around throwing lead is that I knew he already had a bead on me. When you're hunted by professional triggermen as much as I'd been lately, you realize there are two types: The ones who want to kill you, and the ones who want to talk before they kill you. When I casually turned around, I instantly recognized this particular conversational triggerman. I should have known by the almost overbearing scent of flowery cologne that saturated the air even in the rain.

It was Danny the Dandy.

An android chauffeur held an umbrella so that his glad rags didn't get soiled. As always, he dressed to the nines, that time in a pastel blue flogger over a bright yellow silk shirt and a red bowtie, topped off by a red bowler hat. One hand was on his hip. The other aimed a diamond-coated pistol. I wasn't sure if he meant to kill me with the heater or his brutal color coordination. All in all, he looked about as threatening as cotton candy.

Of course, I knew that the only rubes that thought to get over on Danny were pushing daisies in an abandoned lot somewhere. Poddar's hand strayed toward the inside of his flogger, but I shook my head. No point in getting both of us plugged. I didn't like the idea of dying in the rain. It just seemed ... uncomfortable.

"Smart move, Troubleshooter." Danny licked his lips. "If I wanted to kill you, then you wouldn't have seen me until you were dead."

The bad part about that statement was that he was right. 

I pushed my Bogart back and spread out my arms. "So, you're not here to tag me then, Danny—that it? I don't recollect anything about a reward for me being bagged. So, what's your angle?"

He adjusted the tilt of his hat before answering. "Just a warning. You probably know that you have a substantial contract out on your head right now. Don't kid yourself—I aim to collect." 

He pursed his lips. "But there is that work you did for my niece. The Red-Eyed Killer, remember? I owe you for that. You took care of Natasha when I wasn't around, made sure she was safe. So to even the score, I'm giving you twenty-four hours. Consider this a Get Out of Death Free card. You get a chance to breeze or get yourself clipped by another triggerman, whatever's your pleasure." 

The pistol sparkled in the rain as it made appropriate whirly gestures. "But the next time I clap eyes on you..." His extra-white teeth gleamed. "You're mine like fine wine." The pistol disappeared in his jacket as he motioned to his android. "Come, Jeffery." 

Jeffery shadowed the Dandy with his protective umbrella. They strutted away with their noses high and slid into a bright red floater, one of the darb newer models that look like gleaming insects. I had just enough time enough to see the cushioned leather interior before the doors slid shut with a hiss, and the floater immediately shot toward the skylights.

Poddar cut a sidelong glance my way. "What was that all about?"

"Poddar, my boy, you just met Danny the Dandy. One of the deadliest Nimrods in New Haven."

"A triggerman? Dressed like that?"

"Don't judge a man by his rags, Poddar. He's killed men for less."

"You shouldn't have stopped me. I wouldn't have thought you'd be afraid of clowns."

"Wasn't him I was worried about." I jerked my head toward the rooftops. A silhouetted figure lurked almost invisible in the shadows. At that range, the targeting laser from the mech rifle was just visible. When he saw that we spotted him, he turned and vanished.

"Danny might be a showboat, but he's no square. Not by a long shot. That unseen triggerman would be Silent Ray. The Dandy's partner, though not too many know it. If you had tried anything, he'd have filled you with more holes than a cheese grater. So do us a favor and follow my lead from now on, pipe that?"

I took another look around, but the only thing that wanted to hose me down was the weather. I tilted the Bogart back over my eyes. "Now that I got another lease on life, let's scatter while we got the chance." Poddar had no choice but to follow as I turned the corner to the garage. The holoband on my wrist activated the sensors, raising the rusted doors. 

Maxine waited for me inside.

Like most wheelers in New Haven, my beetle-black ride was styled after that bygone era of antique automobiles. The retro Duesenberg Ghost design called to mind the sleek, sexy dreams of a bygone age. Designers in those days had a view of the future. They knew that style never goes out of style.

Poddar whistled. "Wow."

"Yeah, she's a beauty, ain't she? Classic as they come. 'Course, under the classic shell is a fusion-powered thrill machine with more bite than a shark attack. The high hats might go for skimmers or floaters, but me? I prefer the feel of the road. It's hard to get out of a jam when you're flying through the air. I've been in a few, so I know." 

Maxine's fusion reactors hummed to life when I hit the thumb scanner. Poddar slid into the passenger seat. 

"Where to, Mr. Trubble?" Maxine's voice was as sexy as her design. Sexy enough to make me want to take her out to one of the ritzier joints and get cozy, if she wasn't an automated response system, that is.

"Take the scenic route, sweetheart. I need to exercise the ol' thought muscles."

"As you wish." We blasted out of the garage into sheets of rain. A few skimmers hummed silently over the road, making the storm the only real noise besides Maxine's smooth purring. 

Poddar glanced at the near-empty road. "Not a lot of traffic."

I grinned. "Decent folks in the Flats take the Skytram or hop on the massive air zeppelins. It's safer. But there are a lot of evil eyes in the air. I try to avoid being shutterbugged as much as possible. The orbot cameras don't drift down to the surface too often. A lot of goons shoot them down at first sight. It's just not worth the cost to catch a few scumbags sniping each other in the alleys."

The sky glowed like daylight from the skylights and overhead traffic. Airlanes crisscrossed one another as automated systems directed the floaters with digital precision, while even higher up, the zeppelins eclipsed all of them. There wasn't as much light on the road. Gloom surrounded us as we cut through the shadows of colossal buildings occupied mostly by squatters. 

As the tires gripped the wet asphalt, I wondered how I was gonna get through my current dilemma without getting clipped in the process. I tipped my flask back and let that Wild Turkey flutter. It was the hazy time of day right before evening when the sun painted the sky in different shades of red. I didn't like it. Reminded me too much of blood.

Poddar noticed my actions and frowned. "Isn't this going to be hard enough without drinking? I know this crate is on autodrive, but eventually you're going to have to get out. Being able to stand up straight would be helpful."

I gave him a withering glance. "Listen here, Ace. If I wanted to be nagged to death, I would've gotten married. Drinking is what real men do to get in the mood for action. I'm pretty sure you wouldn't know a thing about that. So howzabout you close your head and keep your eyes peeled. I think we caught a tail. Maxine?"

Taking evasive action, Mr. Trubble." She shifted and turned hard. We slid sideways and spun one-hundred-eighty degrees into a public parking lot. 

"Engaging camouflage mode."

Her exterior coat altered to a dull, rusty color, blending perfectly with the other derelict wheelers abandoned there. I killed her eyes.

A few moments later, another wheeler cruised by, gleaming in its cherry red coat. It was antique-styled–looked like a Series 70 shell. It was hard to see in the rain, but I could barely make out a blond dame in the passenger seat. I couldn't see the driver.

"Friends of yours?" At least Poddar had enough sense to keep his voice low.

"Who can tell?"

"Exactly how many people are after you, anyway?"

"How much time ya got?"

Once the wheeler ghosted down the street, Maxine cranked back up. As soon as their taillights vanished, we peeled off in the opposite direction.

"Let's head Downtown, Maxine."

The city's glow had just started to replace the sun as we approached the Downtown section. Floaters zipped across the overhead lanes between buildings, guided by hovering skylights. Downtown grew brighter as we pulled away from the towering shadows. 

Leaving the Flats was like turning the page in a book. Downtown buildings were all art deco, ritzy works of classic architecture that wash the moldy taste of the Flats right out of your mind. Bright lights flashed across joints that never closed, and occasionally you could even pass a building that wasn't covered in graffiti. The covered sidewalks were crammed with residents going about their business or pleasure: slick lookers in furs and feathers, movers and shakers, hustlers and players with predatory grins and look-at-me voices. Just my type of crowd, but I didn't have time to play.

I needed information. Tommy was a hard man to find, and rubes that went looking for him usually ended up feeding the fish in the West River. Still, I've made a lot of contacts in my time. In a place like New Haven, everyone owes someone a favor. And you'd better bet that one day you're gonna have to pay up. I glanced at Poddar.

"Better get your game face on, kid. I figure it's time to cash in on Rat-Face Ronny."

Poddar groaned. "Why does everyone around here sound like a cartoon character? Should I even ask about the story behind this guy?"

I shrugged. "Ronny used to be an informant to the brass until they sold him out to the scum that he dropped dimes on. When he was at the end of his line, he called me. I was able to get him a new life, just not quite so lavish as the one he'd been used to. He still has contacts deep inside, though. Figure he won't mind sharing a nugget or two."

Rat-Face Ronny earned his bread as a barkeep at a dive called Night Life. Low lights, cheap booze. After we pushed past a crowd of hustlers, boozehounds, and half-drunk chippies, we had to wait on Ronny to show up for his shift. I passed the time by ordering a plate of steak and eggs while I watched the showgirls make a living. The steak was tough as an old boot and half as tasty, but the dames weren't too hard on the eyes. 

"So, Poddar. How'd you end up working for Kilby? That's a long way from India, ain't it?"

"I couldn't provide for my family where I was. The only profitable occupation was Nimrod work, so I took that up for a while."

I laughed. "You? A Nimrod? Get outta town."

Poddar worked on a spicy beef curry. "I know it wasn't an honorable occupation, but the times were desperate. My work took me from place to place. I met Ms. Kilby on a job, and she recognized my skills. I've worked for her since then."

"Yeah, I'd guess watching over a dish like her would be a big upgrade over bagging and tagging."

Poddar's face was sincere, which was a rare sight in New Haven. "Very much so. Hunting other human beings is a profession that harms the hunter in the long run. I could feel something in myself slipping away. I had to separate from it. There is a saying in my part of the world: 'jaan hai to jahan jai.' If there's life, then there's the world."

I shook my head. "I don't have a clue what that means."

A small smile touched Poddar's face. "It is simple. Nothing matters if your life is not happy."

A short while later, Rat-Face Ronny showed up at the bar. Poddar sat near the door while I slid over and tapped Ronny on the shoulder. He didn't seem all that surprised when he turned around. 

"Mick Trubble." His words came out in a nasal whistle through his protruding choppers. "Can't be seen with you. Word out is that you're a dead man." His beady eyes slid back and forth. "Being dead is contagious in this town."

He was right on that count. Life is cheap in New Haven, especially when you're down on your uppers. Happens so often that they coined nicknames for dying, like getting fit for a New Haven trench coat. Or catching a case of the New Haven Blues.

I gave him my most easygoing grin. "That's too bad, Ronny—because I got business with you. Might start by telling me about a cat known as Tommy Tsunami. His whereabouts right about now would be especially helpful."

"Tommy Tsu—" His shoulders clenched as he lowered his nasal voice. "With all the heat on you already, you're looking to find Tommy Tsunami?" He shook his head. "If you wanna commit suicide, I got a bean shooter right here that'd do the trick."

"No need to crack wise, Ronny. All you gotta do is think about where you'd be right now if it hadn't been for my timely intervention. You were being fit for cement shoes when I hauled your sorry ass out of the fire. You owe me big time, don't forget that."

Even his sigh came out as a whistle. "Dammit, Mick. I can get clipped for giving this up."

"You can get clipped walking down the street chewing bubble gum."

"Ok, ok. Fine." He ran a finger alongside his elongated nose. "Listen, you didn't hear this from me, right?"

"Already forgot it."

"Uh ... right." He leaned in so close that the garlic on his breath made my eyes water. "You've heard of the Gaiden, right?"

I used my Bogart to fan away the gaseous vapors. "Been there a time or two when someone else was picking up the tab. Ritzy joint. Lots of high hats."

"Right. Thing is, a lotta business gets handled in private sections in the back. Seems a particular someone can be found there more nights than not. If I were you, I might start by looking there."
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