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	It was a wet, awful night in the city, but the thundering rain against my windowpane had some serious competition in the tears streaming down the woman's face before me.

	"Why would they take her?" She begged for an answer, like there was one hanging in midair I could pluck down to satisfy her. "She's just an innocent little girl!"

	Her husband, a burly retired jarhead who'd served two tours and kept the bad haircut, put his arm around her.

	"Will you help us, Mr. Madison?" His eyes were intense, as clear and blue as the sky our city hadn't seen in weeks. The acid rains had a way of making our natives restless, wearing them down along with the eroding buildings and curbs along every street. But this guy had spirit. He had hope.

	I leaned back in my faux-leather desk chair until it squeaked. The streetlight outside pierced the slats of my venetian blinds, painting the earnest couple in horizontal streaks of amber that gleamed from the string of pearls around the woman's throat. 

	"No contact from her abductors?" Only the real deal shone like that; these pearls were genuine, and they hadn't come cheap. "No ransom demands?"

	The man scowled. "Nothing." 

	His crew cut brought to mind an unwelcome flash of memory I'd be willing to trade my left kidney to lose: the front lines of old Mother Russia where my gunner squad had unexpectedly come upon a platoon of Eastern Conglomerate mandroids, two of my foot soldiers instantly decapitated by the sweep of a massive bayonet, their heads—both sporting the same close-cropped haircut—landing at my feet. In some of my worst nightmares, they roll to stare up at me and gasp, Why, Sarge? I still wonder what it was all for. The current cold war's nothing more than a stalemate between the EC and United World, each side expecting its own people to pay the damages for all those fruitless years of carnage.

	I cleared my throat. It's one thing to be a haunted man; it's something else if you allow it to interfere with your work. 

	"And you haven't gone to the police." Just one of my perfunctory queries.

	"We—" The woman glanced at her husband. "We were afraid they might do something to her." She hadn't left the verge of tears.

	"Can you remember anything about the thugs who took her?"

	The man blew out a sigh. "It all happened so fast. One second, she was right there beside us, and the next thing we knew, that delivery truck pulled up to the curb and—"

	"Snatched her away." I nodded. It was all too common in the city these days. Ransoms paid the rent, after all. "You wouldn't happen to have a photo."

	The woman blinked at me. "Of course." She started fishing through her purse, a big one made from genuine leather—not that synthetic crap. The lack of light didn't help in the search, but I wasn't about to flip the switch. I had to keep the electric bills as low as I could.

	"I'll start nosing around." I stood and fixed the couple with a direct look. If they'd been able to afford those pearls and that purse, my retainer and rates would be chump change. "Two hundred up front and a hundred a day from here on out, plus expenses."

	He reached into his fine pressed suit. "You come highly recommended, Mr. Madison."

	I smirked. Even the best man on the job can only go as far as his contacts will allow. I had a few who knew better than to hang me out to dry. They owed me. 

	"You haven't given me a whole lot to go on." I took the bills he counted into my hand—just the two hundred to start. The man was old-school, preferring to pay me with paper. I didn't mind. Credit was credit.

	"Perhaps this will help." The woman handed me a black-and-white photo of a small Asian girl grinning up into the camera. It was retro-chic in some circles to avoid lifelike color. I was never one for fads.

	"Maybe." I gave them each a cursory once-over. Happily married couple, by the looks of them—cozy with each other. Nice to have someone by your side through thick and thin, the good times worth the bad. Love and me, we'd never hit it off. "But I doubt she's related to you."

	For the first time since their arrival, the jarhead looked uncomfortable in his own skin. Glancing at his wife, he cleared his throat. 

	"My second tour against the EC, I-uh…suffered a lapse in judgment, I'm afraid. The girl's mother, she…died in a Nagasaki firestorm. When my unit—when we pulled out…" His own flashes of memory seemed to fluster him.

	"He couldn't very well leave her there, Mr. Madison. So he brought her back with him, stateside. She was only two years old at the time, but I welcomed her into our home with open arms." She demonstrated the gesture with tears shining in her eyes. "She may not be my blood, but she's my daughter, and I want her back!"

	I had more than enough reason to turn down this case; nothing about it seemed totally on the level. But I had their money in my pocket, and boy did I need it. Rent was due on this office in a big way—two months past. My reputation was solid enough, but Ivan the Terrible had tightened his grip as of late, and folks were afraid to cross the Russian crime boss by seeking my kind of help. Going to the cops had been out of the question for years; too many of them had their own idea of law and order, and justice seldom entered the equation. But now even private investigators were experiencing the backlash: folks were willing to live with the status quo, such that it was. 

	But not these two. They'd lost a daughter, and by all appearances, they were willing to risk Ivan's wrath to get her back. Even though most Anglo women, from my experience, would show an Asian girl in their household no more love than they would a scullery maid. Ignorance ran deep in some folks, and it didn't matter to them that the Japanese had been on our side during the war.

	"You'll hear from me." I extended my arm toward the frosted glass of the office door where slats of light shone across the backwards lettering: CHARLIE MADISON, DETECTIVE. 

	"Thank you, Mr. Madison." The jarhead nodded, rising. "If anyone can find her—"

	"No promises." I had to make that clear up front. "But I'll do what I can."

	Mrs. Jarhead bobbed like a pigeon, those pearls of hers shining like stars puncturing the dead of night. "We'll pray that you find her soon. We need her back!"

	She left as weepy as she'd arrived, and as my office door swung shut behind them, the rain slashed at my window and bubbled with its own share of grief. I fingered the photograph, turning it over to read the black lettering in all caps: MAO.
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	My first stop would be Mr. Newspaper, after locking up my empty office. I'd finally had to let Wanda—my secretary—go the week prior due to begrudging budgetary cuts, and the place seemed so dead now without her. It wasn't just her contagious laugh or feverish pounding on that antique Underwood, or those shapely legs that wouldn't quit. What I missed was the life she brought into this place. Without her, it was just a drab, overpriced office space for me and my internal monologue. 

	Mr. and Mrs. Jarhead would have to be my sole benefactors as long as I could string them along. Not that I didn't plan on finding their kid. I've always had a thing against child abusers—I'd sooner shoot one between the eyes than ask him for a light. But the problem was how long the Jarheads had waited before coming to see me. I knew I'd do my damnedest to find little Mao; but I had a pretty strong hunch there wouldn't be much left of her when I did. Those were the odds when kids got snatched off the streets. If the Jarheads were lucky, I might find their little girl still in one piece, but she'd be cold and grey as the moon. 

	Shoe soles applauding my herculean efforts, I descended the eight flights of indoor stairs and threw my weight against the crash bar on the exterior door, meeting a blast of cold, wet air and the sounds of my city at rest—traffic, radios, horns and insults blaring anytime one driver moved a little too slowly for the guy at his six. There was plenty of two-legged traffic too, despite the bad weather, with dames strutting their stuff and playing coy under their escorts' umbrellas. I couldn't help wondering how many of these darlings were getting paid for their coquettish efforts. It was getting so I had a hard time telling the working girls from the ones next door; they all seemed to dress the same—not that I minded it any. I wasn't one to judge. In this economy, you took whatever work you could get. Too many years fighting a war against an enemy more technologically advanced had left the United World in sorry economic shape. We needed time to recover, lick our wounds. Make a few advancements of our own. And hope the damned EC would leave us alone while they did the same.

	"Charlie, how's it hanging?" Mr. Newspaper shouted his customary greeting with a gap-toothed grin.

	"Low and lazy. Until now." I gave him a wink.

	He guffawed, puffing on his signature pipe and reclining on a tied stack of newspapers. From the looks of the bundles, they'd just been dropped off, but he was in no hurry to get them sorted and ready for his thirteen-year-old minions. For one thing, they were nowhere in sight; and for another, his stand already had plenty of other reading material to choose from. And it was doing a bang-up job shielding him from the storm.

	"How are things in the world?" I tipped my hat back from my brow and stuffed both hands into the pockets of my trench coat, glad I'd remembered to wear it—the sort of thing Wanda always used to nag me about. I was doing all right without her, but that didn't mean I had to like it. With a steady income from Mr. and Mrs. Jarhead, hiring her back on was a real possibility—after the rent was all paid up.

	"Nothing but wars and rumors of wars, Charlie," said the old man. "And plenty of shiny photos to take our minds off it all." He gestured at one of the magazine racks where Russian mafia and yakuza royalty vied for space. One prominent couple too beautiful for their own good was calling it quits, according to the boldface type and redundant exclamation points.

	"No news then."

	"You got that right." 

	I tipped the brim of my hat forward so he'd know it was time for business. "How about kids?"

	"How do you mean?" His grin remained half-intact as he held the smoldering pipe.

	"Kidnapping." I nudged the stack of papers beneath him with my shoe. "Stuff that never shows up in there."

	"Well, I don't know." He shifted on the pile and avoided eye contact. "News is news. And most of it's bad these days. There ain't no law in this city anymore, none than counts anyways. The United World's too busy with international matters to be concerned with the municipal variety. Bad things tend to happen. Law of entropy or something, that's all this town knows."

	"A little girl. Taken three nights ago, snatched off the sidewalk from her folks."

	Mr. Newspaper held up a gnarled hand to stop me there. "Can't help you, Charlie. You know how things are."

	I nodded. "Ivan."

	He blew out a sigh. "He'd shut me down if he knew I was helping you out. He's got eyes and ears all over town."

	"So do you. Why do you think I hit you up first whenever I'm working a case?"

	"You haven't had many of those lately."

	No, I hadn't—thanks to Ivan. He had this town squeezed tight in his big Russian fist, and he didn't want anybody squealing for help. He'd made me the last of a dying breed, due to a strictly enforced lack of demand.

	"Can't you point me in the right direction? C'mon, for old time's sakes." 

	It's as close as I'd ever come to begging. Besides, he owed me. I might have saved his frozen ass once in the war, back when we were stationed in St. Petersburg during the dead of winter. He was my commanding officer in those days, a time we'd both worked hard to put far behind us. Unlike Mr. Jarhead, we'd grown out our crew cuts as fast as we could once we returned stateside, and we never reminisced about the glory days. In my experience, war is hell. When you're drafted to fight, you do your job and you do it good. But the only reliving you do is in the middle of the night, when all the blood and the ear-splitting explosions won't let you sleep. That's more than enough, trust me.

	Mr. Newspaper sighed, the creases in his face sagging like dead weight. "Why do you stick around, Charlie? Can't you see this city's a goner? It's got no soul to save, and the kicker is, it has no clue it's already dead!"

	The man sure had a way with words. "Guess I've always had a thing for the underdog." 

	"Yeah, you're a real champion of lost causes." His watery eyes met mine. "You should get out while the gettin's good, Charlie. You don't want to end your life here."

	"Is that a warning?" This town was ugly, sure, but I wasn't ready to give up on her. Not as long as I had friends here—as well as folks who needed somebody like me to fill the gap left by those cops on Ivan's payroll.

	"Take it or leave it." He popped his pipe between his teeth and grinned again as a couple strolled by arm in arm. "You know, I don't hear too good these days." He dug a sausage-sized finger into his bristled ear to prove the point. "What do they call it? Cauliflower or something?"

	That was enough for me. I grabbed a copy of a shiny gossip rag and handed him twice the cover price. "Try to stay dry out here." I stuffed the magazine under my coat and forged out into the rain.

	"You too, Charlie," Mr. Newspaper called after me. "But it just might be a lost cause!"
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	The old man had given me the lead I needed, and so I found myself standing in a partially dry doorway on one side of an alley, shivering as I kept an eye on an unmarked, dimly lit door across the way. That dump was both the residence and business office of one Cauliflower Carl—a heavyweight champ once upon a time, but after a few too many KO's and not enough in the way of endorsements, he'd turned to an honest living as a bookie. Word was he'd also been dabbling in girls on the side as a way to make ends meet. Times were tough; nobody had to tell me that. But a guy like Carl who capitalized on human weakness? The lowest of the low, in my book.

	The sultry sound of clopping high-heels entered the alley from the street. A shadowy form came to the unmarked door, and the dingy lamp glowed down on a drenched dame with a bedraggled stole across her shoulders. Even from twenty meters, I could see she was shivering worse than me. 

	She reached up a ghostly hand to knock twice, pause, then rap three more times. A few seconds passed in silence, broken only by the rain flooding the gutters and splattering across the pavement. She doubled over with a thick cough. Then two bolts slid back, and a flicker of blue television light came into view before Carl's frame blocked the doorway. He cursed at the sight of her and shook his head in obvious disapproval.

	I strained to hear, but the storm picked up at that moment. Yeah, real considerate. I could tell by the body language what their animated discussion was all about. It hadn't been a good night, and the girl had come to explain things, maybe dry off a bit, grab a bite or a fix.

	Nothing doing. Carl pointed at the street and told her to get back to work. He wasn't running no charity—that's what he bellowed before slamming the door in her face.

	The girl stood there looking as though she'd never move from that spot, trembling like a dead leaf about to drop. Then with her shoulders slumped, she trudged back to the street, those high heels working their magic around puddles in potholes so deep you couldn't see bottom. 

	I stepped out from my poor excuse for shelter and cleared my throat. The girl half-turned to look back at me. Then she stopped—not something most women would do in a dark alley when a strange man makes a surprise appearance. 

	"You scared me, mister," she said all breathless and coy, sauntering over. But she didn't look scared. She looked like a drowning mime with that black eye paint streaking her cheeks. "Y-you lonely?" she stammered, shivering.

	I showed her the magazine cover, and her eyes lit up like a kid's on Christmas. What do you give the girl who has nothing? Pictures of girls who have everything. 

	"You want this?" I hoped it would do the trick.

	"Instead of cash, you mean?" Her expression darkened at the prospect.

	"In exchange for some information." I nodded toward Carl's door. "Is he alone?"

	"What?"

	I tucked the rag back into my coat and turned away.

	"No, wait." She had her frail hand on my arm—a girl's hand. She couldn't have been more than sixteen, young enough to still have hope for a better life. "I answer your questions, you'll give me that magazine?"

	I nodded.

	"All right." She sniffed. "Yeah, he's by himself. Won't spare a bite, hogs it all to himself."

	"Any new girls?"

	"What?"

	"New recruits. Little ones?"

	She looked like she'd tasted something foul and stepped back from me. "You into that?"

	The magazine made a reappearance. "Hey, I'm just asking."

	She blinked in the rain. "I don't know. It's not like he lets us all hang out together or anything. But if you're looking for little girls, Carl's not your guy."

	"Then who is?"

	"Hell if I know. You ask a lot of questions, you know that? My time's money."

	I handed over the magazine. "Beat it." I didn't want her around for what came next.

	She didn't have to be told twice. Cursing me like a sailor, she staggered back to the street. I waited until she was out of sight before I came alongside the door and knocked twice, paused, then rapped three more times, reaching for my shoulder holster and snub-nosed revolver. I put it to good use as soon as the bolts slid back and the door swung open.

	Cauliflower Carl let out a disrespectful oath as the butt end of my gun cracked him between the eyes, and he staggered back flailing, arms out to the sides and crossed-eyed—kind of how he'd always looked right after a KO, just before he ate the mat.

	"Stay on your feet." I kept the gun muzzle level with his gut as I shut and locked the door behind me. He released another belligerent oath. "And quit using the Lord's name in vain. He doesn't like it, and neither do I." 

	He slumped into a well-worn armchair facing the ancient cabinet TV and turned toward me with his good ear. The other one was a swollen, shriveled mess. You'd think he'd wear something to cover it, but he shaved himself bald, skin white as a maggot's, and he never wore hats. Dark-eyed and broad-jawed, he had the look of a Scandinavian Neanderthal about him, the world's first documented missing link. "Screw you, Madison!"

	"No thanks." I glanced at the TV screen where two men sporting genetically enhanced muscles duked it out with 'roid-fueled vengeance. "Who's carrying your stake tonight?"

	He smirked up at me, and it was the ugliest thing I'd seen all day. His own mother must have near had a heart attack when the infant-sized version of that mug had popped out between her thighs. 

	"What the hell do you want?" He dabbed at his forehead gingerly. There'd be a goose egg come morning, maybe sooner. Already I could see the swelling, and it would be getting a helluva lot worse without ice. 

	"Met your girl out there. She's a real peach."

	Carl grumbled something unintelligible.

	"How's that? I don't hear so good," I mimicked his cauliflower catchphrase.

	He lapsed into a string of curses, ending with, "You've got no right coming in here like this, throwing your weight around. Ivan hears about this, he'll—"

	"So you're working for him now?"

	"I work for nobody but myself. Nobody! You hear me?"

	"I'm sure there are worse nobodies to work for," I muttered.

	"How's that?" 

	"You're a real self-made man," I spoke up so he could hear.

	"Yeah!" He glanced at the fight, broadcasting live from Ivan's massive casino: The Coliseum.

	"Nobody bosses you around," I added.

	"Damned straight."

	"You want to pimp out little girls on the side, earn a little extra moolah, then you do it. Make them stand out in the pouring rain—"

	"I don't know what you're talking about." He glared at the TV.

	"And if they die from pneumonia, you go and snatch a pretty little one from her parents, fresh meat, ripe for the picking." A mixed metaphor, but regardless, I flicked the photo of young Mao at him and he grappled with it, flustered by the unexpected assault. Despite the punchy reflexes, his reaction time was fast enough when his eyes managed to focus on the picture. 

	"It's a damn kid!"

	"What do you call that girl outside?"

	"A nuisance," he spat. "Listen Madison, I don't know what you're getting at here, but I run a legitimate business. You don't like it, you can take it up with Ivan."

	"Maybe I will." If I could get to the bastard. His security was tighter than the Prime Minister's.

	"You can bet your ass I'll be telling him about this." His eyes twitched toward my gun. "Busting in here, playing cowboy. You're on thin ice. You hear me?"

	"I'm not the one missing an ear."

	"Thin ice!" he roared, rising to his feet.

	"Stay put, Carl. I'm not through with you."

	"Yeah? Well I'm through with you." He took a step forward, flinging Mao's photo back at me. "You come in here making accusations, insulting my dignity. You get the hell out!"

	I held up the photo, one last-ditch attempt. "You're telling me this isn't one of your girls."

	"You're a sick man, Madison, even to suggest it." More curses from the former heavyweight.

	"My mistake." I slipped the photo into my breast pocket. Keeping my gun trained on him, I unlocked the door and prepared to enter the onslaught outside. I could hear the downpour intensify as if in anticipation, eager to soak me to the bone—after eating through my coat. A few more weeks of this lousy weather, and I'd need another one. Synthetic leather never lasted long under the acid, even with that pricey polymer sealant available now. "You said you'd speak to Ivan."

	Carl clenched and released his fists with every breath. He was doing well at containing himself for an old punching bag. 

	"Start saying your goodbyes to this town, Madison. The last thing we need is some Lone Ranger playing hero."

	"I've got a living to make, same as you." I had the door open, but I paused. A chilled gust of wind flapped the coat around my knees. "Feel free to tell him about this kid." I tapped the photo, located over my heart now. "I'm just trying to get her back to her folks. That's all."

	Carl didn't say anything, and he didn't advance on the door as I shut it, holstering my revolver and flipping up my collar against the cold. Blowing out a short sigh at this dead end, I stepped through sheets of rain and forged ahead. That's when a clatter arose from the door, and I turned back, reaching for my gun reflexively. The bruiser leaned outside, squinting at me. The egg I'd given him looked more pronounced in the lamplight.

	"Madison, you'll never find that girl. Don't waste your time," he shouted.

	Ironic advice, considering the time I'd already wasted here. "Give me something, Carl. You said it yourself: she's just a kid."

	"She's more than that." He blinked at me, weighing his words in that thick, Cro-Magnon skull. Then he blurted, "She's a golden goose!"

	As much as I wanted him to clarify whatever the hell that meant, he'd already slammed the door and bolted it up tight. I'd worn out my welcome.
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	Unfortunately, Cauliflower Carl wasn't the only schmuck in town working out of his living quarters, and vice versa. For yours truly, my office was also home sweet home and had been ever since the rent on both had become too much to bear. When I'd had to let Wanda go, the angel was kind enough to offer me the couch at her place.

	"You gotta sleep somewhere, Charlie," she'd said, smacking that signature wad of gum as she packed up her office—a potted lily, a framed photo of her mother from before she'd passed, a book of poetry by Dickinson. "Whatcha gonna do, spend the nights here?"

	Wanda the Prophetess.

	"I'll be okay," she'd continued. "I got the apartment Ma left me. Rent controlled. Don't you go worrying about me any."

	We'd talked by phone a couple times since. She had a desk job in the mayor's office now, located stage left in Ivan the Terrible's political puppet show. You know what they say about crime thriving when good men do nothing? The same's true when there are no good men left around, period. The United World had taken most of them, ground them up in a war machine and spit out the bones, all in the name of protecting democracy. Well, this was what democracy looked like when the government couldn't afford anything besides maintaining its war efforts: all manner of scum rose to the surface in the cities to fill the void.

	"How's the pay?" I'd asked her. I had to know.

	"I can eat. You might want to apply yourself."

	Maybe I would—if I could ever stomach the thought of not being my own boss. And the prospect of playing a part in Ivan's machine, no matter how loosely affiliated, made me sick. There were very few actual civil servants in local politics anymore; most were just monkeys on the Russian mobster's payroll. I didn't like the idea of Wanda working there, and the sooner I could hire her back on full-time, the better. But she was her own woman. I'd never been the boss of her except in title only.

	I slipped the key into my office door and shook the rain from my coat. But it didn't take more than a split-second to tell that the place wasn't locked the way I'd left it. 

	I went for my holster just a fraction of a second too late. The door had already whipped open, tugged from the inside, and I stood face to chest with a goon crammed into the biggest suit I'd ever seen. He smirked down at me, my hand frozen inside my coat like a kid's in the cookie jar.

	"Charlie Madison?" he rumbled, a jolly enough giant, but there was nothing friendly about the eyes under his black fedora. "You Charlie Madison?"

	"I don't think so," I said.

	He frowned. "Huh?" Knuckles on fists the size of Easter hams crackled at his sides.

	"According to that name on the door, you must be Charlie Madison," I said, slipping my fingers around the grip of my revolver. "Isn't this your office?"

	"No." 

	"Then what are you doing here?"

	I pulled out my gun and squeezed the trigger, but the shot went wild, exploding in the narrow hallway with a round that punctured my doorframe, splintering the molding. The goon's physical reflexes were ten times faster than the cold molasses between his ears, and when one ham-hand had knocked my shooting arm aside, his other came up under my chin and tightened, lifting me off the floor.

	"This is your office," he rumbled.

	"We have a winner," I wheezed, face flooding with hot blood. "Ivan send you?" Fast work, as I'd come straight from Carl's place. 

	Without a word, the goon carried me into what had been Wanda's front office and locked the door behind us. He tugged the revolver from my grasp and pocketed it. "There's somebody here to meet you, Mr. Madison."

	More company?

	"Great," I managed, little more than a ventriloquist's dummy in his grip.

	We entered my office where the streetlight filtered through the blinds, casting the three men at my desk in featureless silhouettes. The two standing were obviously hired muscle, almost as big as my ventriloquist friend. A broad-shouldered, colossus of a man sat in my chair, which squeaked under his sheer volume. The goon shoved me forward, releasing his choke hold, and I staggered a few steps to regain my footing and some of my composure, coughing and rubbing at my neck.

	"Good evening, Mr. Madison," greeted the man in my chair with a thick Russian-coated accent. "I hope you do not mind our intrusion into your very busy schedule."

	"Not at all." I couldn't tell if it was Ivan or not with the room so dark, but even if I'd been able to see his face, I wouldn't have recognized it. Nobody knew what Ivan the Terrible looked like, and he worked hard to keep it that way. "I'd say to make yourself at home, but you appear to be quite comfortable already. At my desk."

	"Ah yes. This is a nice chair you have." He shifted his weight, and it squealed in agonized throes. I couldn't help wincing; the thing had cost me a pretty penny. "My mandroid likes it very much."

	So Ivan wasn't here in the flesh. Leave it to him to get something like this machine off the black market: Eastern Conglomerate army surplus. How he'd managed to sneak it into the States was beyond me; for years, the UW had wanted to get their hands on a mandroid for reverse-engineering purposes, to create their own platoons of mechanical soldiers. But this robot's only purpose was to serve the agoraphobic needs of a paranoid mobster.

	"What's the special occasion? I'm at a loss here."

	"A man who is straight and to the point," the Russian chuckled. "This I like."

	"If I'd known you were coming over, I would have cleaned up the place. Well, maybe not so much, but I would've at least gotten you something. Like an oil can."

	"Funny, too? I had no idea."

	"Wait till I get started."

	"Mikhel, he likes jokes also. He knows many good ones." The mandroid gestured to the goon behind me. "Tell Mr. Madison a joke now, Mikhel."

	Mikhel rumbled deep in his chest, prematurely anticipating the punch line. Then one of his fists caved in my left kidney and I crumpled to the floor, landing on my knees with a tight grimace.

	"Very funny, no?" The Russian's tone had dropped thirty degrees. "Now you see I have a sense of humor myself."

	"What's this about?" I managed.

	"Hmmm." The mandroid's fingertips met as he leaned onto my desk, creaking beneath him. "I think you know. You have been a very social man this evening. You entertained some guests, you visited the old newspaper man, you spent some time with a young prostitute. Then you roughed up one of our community's most upstanding citizens—a local hero, no less. A champion of the ring. Do I paint a clear enough picture for you?"

	"You've been watching me." Or he had one of his henchmen tail me. But I'm usually keen on noticing that sort of thing, and I hadn't seen a soul. 

	"My eyes and ears, they are everywhere, Mr. Madison."

	I nodded. "Then you're the man I need to see." I reached for the photo of little Mao, and you would have thought I'd gone for a hand grenade the way the goons whipped out their hardware and leveled the business ends at me. "Easy. It's just a picture."

	"You are full of surprises," said the Russian as I held up the black-and-white photo between two fingers. "And who would this be?" He motioned for Happy Ham Fists to bring it to the desk.

	"She was abducted from her parents. Three nights ago."

	"Hmmm." The mandroid slid the photo closer for inspection. "A case you are working on, yes?" He looked up at me, but I still couldn't make out his artificial face in the dark. Was the robot wearing something across its eyes? Weird. "One of your last, is it not? You are going out of business, I hear."

	"I wouldn't count on it." 

	He nodded. "Yes, I seem to remember this child. She was taken from her parents—but not three nights ago."

	I released a low curse. "Her parents were—"

	"I am well aware who came to see you, Mr. Madison. But they were not this child's parents."

	I should have been more specific. "Adopted, then. But he's her father—"

	"No." A thick finger tapped the photo. "This child went missing from Little Tokyo years ago. She was taken due to her rare…gift." He nodded once. "An Anglo couple—the husband claimed she was his daughter, and you know how the authorities tend to side with war veterans on such matters." He made it sound like common knowledge. "Harrison is their name, I believe. Mr. and Mrs. Harrison."

	"There was never anything about it in the news," I murmured.

	"Why would I want such a thing made known to the public? When I myself planned to find this girl?"

	I blinked at that. "You?" Ivan the Terrible wasn't known for his philanthropy.

	He chuckled, but it lacked any real mirth. "What is more surprising—that I would wish to find the child, or that I have been unable to do so, as of yet?"

	"Both."

	"You are an honest man, Mr. Madison, and I find you amusing. I believe we can do business together." The mandroid rose from my desk, giving the surface its full weight as it pushed down with shoulders squared, hauling its mechanical bulk upward. "From now on, you will work for me."

	How to decline such a gracious offer? "No thanks."

	"If you are concerned about the retainer in your pocket, consider it a bonus. That couple—the Harrisons—are no longer paying for your services. They are… Where are they now, Mikhel?" The mandroid snapped his fingers as if suffering from a sudden memory lapse.

	"They swim with the fishes," Mikhel rumbled with a whole lot of mirth.

	"Ah yes. As much as two corpses are able to swim, that is. Mr. Harrison, he was a crafty devil, so very devious, with all manner of military contacts to keep me in the dark. If there is one thing I cannot abide, it is the military! Give me weak-willed local politicians any day." He sighed, shaking the mandroid's head. "But I digress. Mr. Madison, find me this girl, and you will be allowed to continue doing business in this city—provided you do not get in my way, of course."

	For the moment, I had to put it out of my mind that my only paying clients were now deceased. But I couldn't help feeling cut adrift. "And if I refuse?"

	"You don't want to do a thing like that," cautioned the goon, warming up one fist in the palm of the other. "People don't say no to Mr. Ivan…and live."

	The Russian cleared a gob of phlegm from his throat—he hadn't covered his microphone, wherever he was broadcasting from. "Find me this girl, Mr. Madison. Show me what a fine detective you are. I will watch your progress with keen interest."

	He nodded to Mikhel, and what came next was a whole lot of nothing, so much black I could dive right in and fall forever—after a crushing blow to the jaw. 
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	When I came to, drooling onto the carpet with daylight streaming in the window, I was instantly aware of two things. One: the left side of my face felt like it had gained an extra pound overnight. Two: I wasn't alone.

	"Good morning, Mr. Madison," said the slight, well-dressed man of fifty-something as he handed me an ice pack from my mini fridge—a must for any self-respecting bachelor living out of his office. "This should help with the swelling."

	"Thanks." I applied it to where I'd been clobbered. "And who are you, exactly?"

	"I am your driver, Mr. Madison."

	"I don't have a driver," I mumbled. "Don't even own a car."

	"Well, that may be so, but Mr. Ivan has seen to it that—"

	I cursed under my breath.

	"He believes you may wish to take a drive outside the city limits today. To Little Tokyo, perhaps?"

	If this was Ivan's way of pointing me in the right direction, it was a bit heavy-handed. It only made sense that I would need to brave yakuza territory to learn about Mao's backstory. I didn't need a driver on Ivan's payroll to take me there. Plenty of cab companies had no problems carting citizens outside the city, as long as they got paid plenty. But if Ivan was covering the fare this morning, there'd be no need for me to dip into that two hundred I'd gotten from the late Mr. and Mrs. Jarhead. I patted my breast pocket. The wad of tattered greenbacks was still there.

	"Mr. Madison?" The chauffeur watched me closely.

	"What's your name, James?"

	"Uh…my name is James, sir."

	"You don't say?" I allowed half a grin at the coincidence and checked my shoulder holster. The revolver had returned. But was it still loaded?

	"Sir?" James looked a little wide-eyed as I drew the weapon and flipped out the cylinder to check its chambers. All five remaining rounds were right where they belonged.

	"Got a phone in your car?" I holstered the gun and tossed the ice pack into my fridge.

	"Yes, of course," James said.

	"Then let's get a move on."
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	Outside, sunshine gleamed from the wet streets and steam quivered in the morning light, but piles of charcoal-colored clouds waited patiently in the wings. At the curb purred a shiny new Olds with a vidLink/phone combo mounted between the front seats on a rear-facing partition. Modern technology at its best.

	Preferring the old-fashioned phone over the face-to-face vidLink, I started dialing. My first call went straight to police headquarters where one of the last honest cops in town, Sergeant Archibald Douglass, answered after the third ring. James the Chauffeur glanced up at me in the rearview mirror with a question mark wrinkling his forehead, and I told him to drive for now. It didn't matter where.

	"Charlie lad, how goes it?" Douglass greeted me in his thick Scottish brogue. "A wee early in the day, don't you think?"

	"No rest for the wicked." I listened to him chuckle but didn't wait for it to die down. Douglass knew the city was going down the crapper and there was little he or anybody else could do about it, but that never seemed to dampen his spirits. "I've got a tip for you." I glanced up at the rearview, but James' eyes remained on the road. "A double homicide." 

	Douglass cleared his throat and spoke low into the receiver. "Is that so?"

	"Check the river." Ivan's usual dumping ground—where the city's acid runoff collected to flow unhindered. Made it tough to identify bodies after a day or so in the corrosive water. With most of the city's cops on Ivan's payroll, he had no reason to alter his modus operandi. 

	"And I know better than to ask how you came by this information."

	He had that right. "You might want to check on Cauliflower Carl as well." I frowned as the thought came to me: "And Mr. Newspaper." 

	Nobody was safe—not if they'd been seen with me in the past twenty-four hours.

	"You got it, Charlie." He paused. "You in a tight spot? Need some backup?"

	It was the thought that counted. I knew better than to think anybody else would ever have my back in this town. 

	"I'll talk to you soon. Call me—" I spoke up to James: "What's the number here?" He rattled it off, and I relayed it to Sergeant Douglass.

	"I'll get back to you soon as I can, Charlie," Douglass signed off.

	I returned the phone to its cradle. James glanced back at me.

	"To Little Tokyo, Mr. Madison?"

	I gave him a nod.

	Ever since the Great Diaspora when the Eastern Conglomerate had started expanding their borders, encroaching into what had once been the sovereign nations of Japan and Mother Russia, there had been a steady stream of immigrants flowing into the Unified States. Most came down through the Alaskan oil fields and were put to work there. Of course the government welcomed them with open arms, always in favor of increasing the population; when you were up against China and her allies in a global conflict, numbers sure as hell mattered. 

	Not all of the new citizens liked the idea of being assigned backbreaking work in order to fuel their mighty protector's war machine, so many filtered south. But due to prevailing anti-Asian sentiments, the Japanese were not welcomed in the same way as the Russians. They were forced to create their own townships—slums really, just outside the major cities. Most of the time, they minded their own business, and the rest of the city left them alone. A working arrangement of sorts.

	But Little Tokyo was avoided by most Anglo citizens who valued their lives.

	I knew it would buy me some time, driving all the way out of the city through morning traffic, and I had some major thinking to do. Things were coming to a head; I could feel it. Call it a sixth sense, a detective's intuition. Soon I'd have to make a major play, but for now, I slid back my sleeve and set my watch—a special gift from an old acquaintance who happened to make his home in Little Tokyo.
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	Moving at an elderly snail's pace along the congested streets, I eventually heard back from Sergeant Douglass. He verified all that I'd already surmised to be the case—and the news wasn't good. I tapped James on the shoulder as I hung up on the honest cop.

	"Turn us around." I felt like I'd been punched in the gut, but I kept my face from showing it. Time to make my move.

	"Mr. Madison?" The driver glanced over his shoulder at me in confusion. We were only minutes away from the Little Tokyo border.

	"Take me to The Coliseum instead."

	The man did as he was told—even though he obviously had his reservations about it. We headed back the way we'd come through traffic oozing faster in the opposite direction.
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	I should have known better than to think I'd walk right in the front door of the massive casino, modeled after an ancient Roman edifice where Christians and other undesirables were torn apart for the enjoyment of the masses. The two thugs out front looked like actual gladiators stuffed into their monkey suits, and by all appearances, they could have been Mikhel's twin brothers.

	"We ain't open, mister," one of them said. 

	"Tell Ivan that Charlie Madison is here, and he's found the girl."

	The goons frowned at each other and muttered something into each other's ear, taking turns like teenagers at a party. Then the one who'd already spoken scoffed, "Yeah? And who the hell is Charlie Madison?"

	Maybe they weren't related to Mikhel after all, because their reflexes were nothing at all like his. I'd already drawn my revolver, shot the mouthy one in the leg and aimed at the quieter one before they even seemed to realize what was going down.

	"Give Ivan my message," I said. James the chauffeur had frozen with both hands over his mouth in shock, but I didn't buy it. A fellow doesn't drive for Ivan the Terrible without seeing more than his share of crazy mayhem on a regular basis. "Go!" When the quiet goon had disappeared inside, leaving the thick set of doors to swing shut behind him, I trained my gun on the mouthy one. "Don't try anything cute, pal."

	He had his meaty hands on his thigh, applying pressure as blood spurted up through his fingers. "I'm gonna bleed to death here!"

	"What's my name?"

	He blinked at me. "Charlie…Madison?"

	"Don't you forget it." I winked at his bewildered expression, and I'm sure I didn't look the greatest with the facial swelling I had going on.

	"I'm bleeding out!"

	James stepped forward to lend a hand and a handkerchief, but I held him back. "It was a clean shot, straight through."

	"You hit bone, jackass!" the goon groaned.

	"Oh. My bad." I released James to do whatever he could to help. There was a time when my aim had been a whole lot better.

	An intercom speaker above the doors clicked on, and the deep voice of the Russian I'd met last night via his mandroid came through loud and clear: 

	"Mr. Madison, why are you shooting my men? Trying to play the cowboy again?" A thick chuckle. 

	James turned to face me just as the double doors swung open, and I was greeted by a half dozen thugs wielding shiny new assault weapons—AK-12s and SIG MPXs by the looks of them. Even James the Chauffeur was armed now, pointing a dainty pistol at my gut.

	"Drop your gun please, Mr. Madison," he said coolly.

	What choice did I have? My revolver clattered to the pavement.

	Another chuckle came from the speaker as if Ivan, wherever he was, could see everything going on outside his establishment. 

	"You want to know something, Mr. Madison?" He didn't wait for an answer. "I could have my men gun you down right where you stand, and the police would do nothing to touch me. Do you know why?"

	"You think you're above the law."

	"No. I am the law in this city. It is time you learned this." The intercom switched off.

	The goon squad took aim. So, this was it. I was going out with only two C's to my name.

	"Hey, didn't you give him my message?" I shot the quiet goon a dirty look.

	"Of course he did," said James. "We are going to see Mr. Ivan now." He led the way inside but half-turned to repeat my own words: "Don't try anything cute, pal."
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	I'd visited plenty of casinos back in the days when I had money to burn, but none of them could ever have held a candle to what I witnessed inside The Coliseum—an expanse of plush, red-carpeted, gold-inlaid opulence filled with folks from every walk of life huddled around games of dice, cards, and chips, while half-naked dames sauntered about selling cigarettes from trays slung below their gilded bosoms. A full stage showcased the big band that provided a musical backdrop loud enough to keep anybody from thinking straight about their personal finances. Bad economy these days? Sure as hell not here. This is where the rich got richer off each other, the last bastion of excess in a crumbling city. In the old days, these people would have partied all night and slept away the mornings. Not anymore. This was the only place they could pretend times hadn't changed.

	"Keep moving," grunted one of the gun-toting thugs with a rough nudge.

	A hundred meters later, up a few wide flights of stairs with gleaming brass banisters, we came to a hallway with over a dozen elevators lining the walls. We passed them all, heading straight for the one marked PRIVATE at the end.

	"You boys really know how to show a guy a good time," I mused.

	"Can it."

	James inserted a key and the mirrored elevator doors slid open without a single shudder. We all managed to cram ourselves inside and moments later were rushing upward in the hotel wing of the casino, rising to the penthouse on the 50th floor. When the doors slid open, I was greeted by another small army of well-dressed, well-built henchmen who looked like they'd all played for the same high school football team. They glared at me like they'd sooner fill me full of hot lead than share a single word. Except for the one behind me. He was all kinds of talkative.

	"Move." Another jab with the muzzle.

	"Don't rush me," I said. "I'm planning my escape."

	"You see them?" He meant the armed goons lining the wide hallway. "They know you plugged one of our own downstairs."

	"It was a clean shot!"

	"That's not what I heard."

	James led us to the door at the end where he pressed a button on the wall-mounted intercom. "We are here, sir. Would you like us to wait outside?"

	Ivan's throat-clearing nearly burst the speaker. "No. Bring him in."

	There came a click as an automatic locking mechanism disengaged, and the door swung open of its own accord, slowly, as if there was to be some great unveiling, a climactic moment everything had been building toward from the start.

	But it was just a fancy penthouse suite with mirrored walls that multiplied my escorts as well as everything else you'd hope to find in such a swanky set of digs: full bar, pool tables, hot tub, movie theater, bowling alley—

	"Come in, Mr. Madison," the Russian's voice emanated from ceiling speakers inside. "I hope you did not expect to meet me face to face. As you know, I value my privacy. But please, do sit down. We have much to discuss."

	The thug behind me clamped a meaty hand on my shoulder as we approached a black leather sofa sectional, and he shoved me into compliance. I found myself enveloped in a cloud of cushy, genuine cowhide. Faux-leather could never smell anything like it, even with the scented chemicals they pumped into the material. I had to shut my eyes for a second and just take it in.

	"Might James fix you a drink?" asked the omnipotent voice from above.

	"James can go take a flying leap," I said, and the chauffeur glared at me.

	"Oh? Did you two not hit it off?" 

	I glanced up at the speakers. "Sure we did. Until it became clear that he was just part of an elaborate waterfowl hunt."

	The goons frowned at each other and shrugged. Only James seemed to understand. "He means a wild goose chase."

	Another thick chuckle came from the speakers. "What tipped you off, Mr. Madison?"

	"I guess we could have driven straight into Little Tokyo—yakuza territory—and asked around, shown little Mao's photo to a few hundred people, had some run-ins with katana-wielding gangsters who bear no love for anything Anglo. I'm sure it would have been plenty exciting for whoever you'd sent to watch me chase my tail in circles. But I've been at this game long enough to spot a diversion when I see it, even if it's a klick away." I cleared my throat and focused on James the Chauffeur. "You wanted me out of the way while you moved the girl. You'd already knocked off the Harrisons, and ol' Cauliflower Carl. He'd let it slip that she was a golden goose, and you couldn't let him live after that, now could you?"

	"Nobody likes a man with loose lips," Ivan said. "It would have been bad business to keep him alive. But tell me, how did you find out about Carl?"

	"Not every cop on the force is in your pocket. Some of them actually want to take their city back."

	"And you would like to join in this crusade?"

	I raised my hands in mock surrender. "Hey, I'm no hero."

	"You could have fooled me. The way you stick your neck out for this little girl. Who is she to you? Why risk your life like this? You don't know if she is dead or alive."

	"That's where you're wrong, Ivan." I let the silence run on. "I know she's right here."

	"Is that so?"

	"Why else would we be having this conversation?"

	The Russian replied with his own pregnant pause, followed by a cold phlegm-coated chuckle. "You are a man without fear, Mr. Madison. I don't know whether to respect you or pity you. For you must realize, regardless of what words pass between us now, this is the end for you."

	I'd been living on borrowed time ever since his men had surprised me in my office. Ivan the Terrible decided who lived and died in this town; everybody knew that. Even Mr. Newspaper, God rest his soul. Sergeant Douglass had found the old man with a bullet in his brainpan behind the newspaper stand. More collateral damage. 

	"What's so special about this kid, Ivan? Why'd the Harrisons want her, and why have you killed with impunity in order to hang onto her?"

	"Is that what you think?"

	"Enlighten me. My last wish." I hoped to God it wouldn't be. Champion of lost causes my ass.

	A loud sigh rained down from the speakers. "Who am I to refuse a dying man?" Ivan's goons snickered, glancing at their own reflections as they smoothed down unruly unibrows. "The Harrisons, they painted a quaint picture for you, did they not? Out for an evening stroll, when up comes a van from nowhere, and masked men snatch away their precious little child?"

	"Something like that."

	"In fact, that sweet Anglo couple had this little girl shackled in their basement, clothed and well-fed of course, but chained up while they poured just a bit of sand into her eyes every night. Shocking, yes? This they did, and by morning of the next day, there would always be two perfect pearls waiting for them. It sounds like a fairy tale, does it not? A magical fantasy?"

	Why was he giving me this crazy talk?

	"That delightful couple kept the child in chains for years. Think of all the pearls they accumulated in that time, from her incredible oyster-eyes!"

	Despite the insanity of it all, I couldn't help remembering Mrs. Jarhead's necklace, that string of the most dazzling pearls I'd ever seen in my life. But what Ivan suggested wasn't possible. For them to have come from…a child's eyes?

	"They made a mistake when they exchanged the pearls for cash at one of my jewelry shops," Ivan continued. "They had grown careless over the years, you see—perhaps even overzealous, not checking the shops as dutifully as they should have. It was their downfall."

	"Your men followed them, broke out the girl—"

	"Yes, while the Harrisons were out enjoying dinner and a movie like the happy couple they were."

	"But why'd you let them live? If you've known their secret all this time." The mobster didn't make a habit of sparing lives—as he'd demonstrated today in spades.

	"To make a point, Mr. Madison. To show that even members of the exalted United World military, be they retired or active duty, they should see me as a force to be reckoned with. I decide when they live and when they die."

	"They didn't know that already?" Nothing like a little ego stroke to extend one's life span—even if only by a few minutes.

	"Mr. Harrison used his military contacts to keep himself, his wife, and their slave girl hidden. Not an easy feat, to make my eyes blind and my ears deaf in this city, as you well know."

	That was an understatement. "So why bump them off last night, after they came to see me? You already had the girl."

	"I do not like loose ends. Which brings us now to you, Mr. Madison. The last of your kind, and a thorn in my side. Can you believe that I have wanted to meet you for quite some time?"

	"My door's always been open." Even after I've locked it, apparently.

	"Yes, and perhaps in another life, we could have done business together."

	"You're firing me?" I feigned disbelief. "You hired me to find the girl, and I have!"

	"Have you now?"

	"You want me to start breaking mirrors in here, I'll do it. You've got her stashed somewhere nearby."

	"Hmmm. And this you know how exactly? I own many of the buildings in this city, Mr. Madison. She could be anywhere."

	"But she's not." I shrugged, glancing at the hired muscle. "You said you don't like loose ends, but I'm afraid that's worked to your disadvantage this time. You made it a little too obvious, killing off everyone related to this case and saving me for last. Did you hope I'd die at the hands of the yakuza in Little Tokyo? Maybe. But you would have wanted to keep the girl close to you until I was out of the way, regardless."

	"You have given this matter some thought, I see."

	"James and I were stuck in traffic for a while. I had time to kill. But tell me, even if I were to believe what you say about the girl's oyster eyes—and I don't, by the way, it's insane—what's the richest, most powerful man in town need with her? Why go through all this trouble, and why steer me in the wrong direction? I'm just one man—"
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