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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 1: Trouble-Free
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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, and the booths private enough for intimate and professional conversation. 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 a 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."
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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. 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. I stopped at the automated bar service and 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 party 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 drink 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 messy 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 Haven residents have been fed fabrications about life outside the boundaries, believing 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 uncover 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 one gloved hand held 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 time that 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 it 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. This Haven still operating 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?
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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 amusement. "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. 

Noticing 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.
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Chapter 2: Double Up
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