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DOPPELGÄNGER'S CURSE

	 

	1

	 

	 

	 

	They called it the City of Angels, once upon a time. But that was before the fallen variety started roaming our congested streets and dark alleys, seeking whom they might devour. Figuratively speaking. The only demons I'd ever seen were flesh and blood—human beings who'd lost track of their humanity. Too many to count.

	For the past quarter century or so, the city was officially designated as Sector 51.7634 by the United World government. Had a nice ring to it, but probably wouldn't look too good on one of those I Heart T-shirts. Not that tourists visited our town much anymore. There were other places to go and things to see—like that big green lady with the torch on the east coast. What was left of her reminded folks of the good old days, back when immigrants by the thousands flocked to our shores seeking freedom and a better life. 

	Now they came seeking refuge from the Eastern Conglomerate's warmongering.

	The woman seated in my office was no immigrant, neither Russian nor Japanese. But she shimmered like a heavenly creature, and if I hadn't known any better, I might have confused her with the real deal. Gorgeous copper hair flowed over the shoulders of her raincoat, every centimeter charged with a protective layer of static. One of the best ways to keep the acid rains assaulting our fair city from ruining one's fairer complexion, or from burning holes through what could have easily been a thousand-credit coat.

	"I need your help, Mr. Madison," she said, leaning toward me. She sat with her legs crossed, her form-fitting skirt ending at the knee. Her electrostatic overlay ran down to the soles of her flashy scarlet pumps, ensuring that not a viscous drop of rain touched her flawless skin. The girl glowed, but I had a feeling she would have been just as gorgeous without the protective layer. Her emerald eyes stared at me from a curtain of long lashes that had yet to blink. "My life is in danger, you see."

	Such was often the case when folks came to see yours truly: Charlie Madison, detective.

	"Have you gone to the cops?" A perfunctory question. I already knew the answer: your average citizen tended to avoid local law enforcement. Even the police who weren't tied to the mob had their own ideas about looking out for the common good, and justice seldom entered the equation.

	"They wouldn't believe me." She clutched a black-sequined handbag on her lap. "It's too bizarre."

	I leaned back in my faux-leather desk chair until it squeaked. Fizzing raindrops drummed against the windowpane behind me like impatient fingers. Amber light from the streetlamp eight stories below filtered through venetian blinds, painting the woman before me in dim, diagonal stripes. 

	"Maybe you'd better tell me all about it," I said.

	"Then you'll take my case?"

	I held up a hand to slow her down. "Haven't agreed on anything yet."

	"Money is no object, I assure you." She paused, cocking her head to one side. "You have no idea who I am." Her tone wasn't conceited. She sounded curious, like I was a lone oddity in her privileged life.

	"You have the bearing of a woman with means. Other than that, I'm sorry, no." Her face didn't ring a bell.

	"Does the name Forsythe mean anything to you? As in Alexander Forsythe?"

	"Sure." The man had made a fortune on our city's mass transit system, back in the day. The hyperail was still in working order, last time I checked. But call me old-fashioned; I preferred taking a cab or hoofing it rather than trusting my life to a bullet train. "You're too young to be his daughter."

	"Granddaughter." She smiled slightly, lips curving at the corners into small dimples. "Amanda Forsythe."

	I nodded. "And you're saying the cops wouldn't be any help to a Forsythe?"

	"I may have…" She cleared her throat, eyebrows contorting. "They don't take me seriously, Mr. Madison. Over the years, I have unfortunately…cried wolf far too often, if you catch my meaning."

	"I see." 

	"But those days are far behind me now. I'm a mature woman, not a silly girl looking for attention."

	She still looked girlish. Couldn't have been more than twenty-five. 

	"Regardless, you've garnered some unwanted attention. Is that it?"

	"Why, yes." She went back to unblinking mode. "Someone wants to kill me. I've received threats—"

	"That's nothing new though, is it, Miss Forsythe? There's always going to be some nut job out there wanting a piece of your pie. Or maybe this is something different. Someone suffering from unrequited love?"

	"No, it's nothing like that. It's—" She dropped her gaze, fingers tensely massaging her purse. "You're going to think I'm crazy too."

	"Try me."

	"All right." She sat up straight, chin held high. Probably learned that posture in finishing school. "There is a woman who looks exactly like me. She's stalking me, Mr. Madison. She's sending me threatening messages, and I'm not afraid to admit I'm just about at my wit's end."

	"How long has this been going on?" 

	"Every day for the past two weeks. She will leave a note—handwritten, not a ping on the Link—on the windshield of my car, beneath the wiper. Or under the mat by my front door. Or delivered by a waiter in a restaurant or coffee shop." She popped open her handbag and pulled out a sheaf of half-sheets creased down the middle. "Here. I've kept them all. I don't know why. Maybe to prove this is really happening to me, that I'm not losing my mind. Not yet."

	I leaned forward, reaching across the desk to take them. Each note had been written in the same penmanship—all caps—on the same sort of stiff recycled paper. Nothing sent over the Link, which would have been possible to trace. 

	"There's no room in this world for the both of us," I read one of the notes aloud. The same message appeared on every piece of paper in one form or another.

	"Then I received this one less than an hour ago." She handed me another note. "My driver found it slipped into the doorframe of my car as he opened the door for me."

	 

	SAY GOODBYE TO THIS WORLD

	 

	I glanced up from the paper. "How do you know she left it?"

	"Because she's always there—fifty, a hundred meters away—when I receive one of these. She watches to make sure I've gotten it, then she vanishes into the crowd."

	"Couldn't it be a hologram? Somebody projecting an image of you to get your goat?"

	"No, nothing like that. Our neighborhood does not allow the use of obnoxious holo-advertisements and the like. There's no way it could be one of those holograms."

	Of course not. The high society end of town would have field dampeners installed to prevent such garish displays of free enterprise.

	"No offense," I said, "but how can I be sure I'm not looking at a hologram right now?"

	She blinked, bewildered. Then she noticed my gaze briefly trace the outline of her static cling. 

	"Oh, forgive me. I forget to deactivate it sometimes." She pressed a small node behind her ear, and the energy shield dissipated, revealing the gorgeous girl minus the glow. "I get so used to wearing it when I'm out in weather like this."

	"Of course." Only the fanciest of toys for the rich and famous. For the rest of us, we had that trusty protective polymer we sprayed on our coats. Extended their lifetimes by a year or two, if we were lucky. "Miss Forsythe—"

	"Amanda."

	"I'm not sure how I can help you. If a threat has been made on your life, then you have to go to the police."

	"I told you. They won't help me. But I don't need them anyway."

	"You need a bodyguard."

	"I have one." She nodded toward the front office beyond my closed door where Wanda Wood, my personal assistant, was busy babysitting the big guy in the tailored suit. "What I need is you, Mr. Madison. I need you to find out who this woman is and what she wants from me."

	"I'd say it's fairly clear." I gestured toward the notes strewn across my desk. "What about this?" I sorted through the papers and held up one in particular that had stood out from the rest.

	 

	NO ONE CAN HELP YOU

	 

	Her slender shoulders shifted up and down. "What about it?"

	"If she doesn't want you going for help, she won't be too happy about you coming to see me." If she existed at all. "Couldn't this be some sort of harmless prank? Maybe a long-lost twin you never knew about?"

	"I'm an only child, Mr. Madison. And I don't have any cousins, if that's what you're going to ask me next." She leaned forward without a hint of levity in her cool-eyed gaze. "I'll pay double your rates for the evening. I'll wine you, dine you. If she shows up, you'll follow her and find out who she is. If she doesn't, you can forget you ever saw me." She paused. "Because I'll probably be dead by this time tomorrow."

	Overly dramatic? Maybe. But with the possibility of four hundred credits staring me in the face, I wasn't going to argue.

	I stood, buttoning my suit jacket. "How am I dressed?"

	She almost smiled. "You'll do nicely."
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	Grabbing my trench coat off the rack across from Wanda's desk, I nodded to Amanda's hired muscle and noted the metallic sheen of his left hand. Most likely a fellow veteran; but unlike me, not all of his limbs had come back from the war intact. Wish I could say I'd returned home unwounded. But not every injury inflicted by the Eastern Conglomerate could be seen by the naked eye.

	"You can go on home," I told Wanda. "See you in the morning." 

	I didn't need to remind her to lock up. Between the two of us, she was never the one to forget.

	"You goin' out?" She rose to her feet at her desk, leaving her Underwood to sit untended. The thing had been rigged to work with her Slate, antique keystrokes working in conjunction with a touchscreen. The girl was quirky all right, and I wouldn't have had her any other way. 

	"Miss Forsythe is treating me to dinner."

	Wanda looked Amanda over with the mistrust born of class distinctions. Don't get me wrong, Wanda was as classy as they came; she just wasn't born with a single silver spoon in any of her mother's kitchen drawers.

	"We're glad to have you as a client, Miss Forsythe," Wanda said in a clipped tone. "Payment for Mr. Madison's time—"

	"Has already been wired to his account." Amanda didn't bother to grace Wanda with a glance. Activating her rain shield, she took the arm of her imposing bodyguard who'd yet to show a single facial expression, and the two of them exited into the main hallway outside. "Coming, Mr. Madison?"

	I leaned over and gave Wanda a peck on the cheek. The girl smelled like lavender soap, and she was a real looker with those bottomless blue sapphire eyes, blonde curls that bounced across her shoulders, and legs that wouldn't quit. Smart too, blessed with what they called a perfect memory. Nothing ever slipped past her unnoticed.

	"You don't usually date your clients, Charlie," she said quietly, turning her back to the door and leaning against her desk. 

	"They don't usually pay me double." I gave her a nudge. "You jealous?"

	"Of her? Yeah, right. Spoiled brat's got a stalker, right?"

	"You guessed it." Unless she'd been eavesdropping. Wouldn't put it past her.

	"Dangerous?" She gazed up at me.

	"We'll see." I patted the slight bulge under my left arm where I kept my .38 Smith & Wesson snapped in a shoulder holster. "Don't you worry."

	"Not you I'm worried about." She nodded toward the hallway where Amanda and her escort waited patiently. "It's Little Miss Sparkle Toes."

	"We get a few more cases that pay this good, you might be able to buy your own fancy rain shield."

	"That'll be the day, Charlie."

	Probably right. But at least I'd be able to pay the rent on this place as well as my apartment. As of late, it tended to be a financial juggling act when the bills came due. The last thing I wanted was to live out of my office; but if push came to shove, I'd sooner lose my flat than my place of business. 

	At least the office made money—every now and then.
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	Our first stop was Leonardo's, an Italian bistro on Broadway where Amanda's driver remained parked at the curb under the pouring rain in a slick black sedan. Her bodyguard sat at the bar, keeping his eyes on us in the mirror behind the rows of wine bottles. Amanda and I took a table for two by the front window where we both had a decent view of the deluge and vacant sidewalks outside. Not to say it wasn't crowded out there. Hovering right outside the rain-spattered glass like small UFOs were half a dozen weather-beaten paparazzi-cams vying for the best shot of Miss Forsythe and her mystery date. She didn't seem to take notice of them at all. 

	"Popular spot." I glanced across the heads of our fellow patrons, numbering close to a hundred and packing the place, wall to wall. Not a single flowing copper lock among them to be seen. 

	"Safety in numbers, right?" She deactivated her electrostatic shield and surveyed the menu, swiping her index finger across the display in the glass tabletop. "What looks good to you? The lasagna's a little heavy from what I recall, but the sauce is to die for."

	Being stalked by her own doppelgänger—not to mention those cameras—hadn't affected her appetite, by all appearances. "Your call."

	She glanced up. "You're easy." 

	"Just along for the ride."

	She studied me for a moment. "Have you always been a detective, Mr. Madison?"

	"Depends on what you mean by always."

	"Fine." She tapped the menu, ordering two plates of lasagna and a bottle of the house merlot. I didn't usually drink on the job, but I wouldn't mind filling up on rich Italian fare tonight. "How long, then?"

	"A few years."

	"And before that?"

	"The war. Same as your bodyguard, if I'm not mistaken."

	She nodded. "Brock was a surgeon. Lost his right arm and both legs overseas."

	The arm I'd noticed, not the legs. Prosthetics were getting better all the time at mimicking natural human movement. 

	"I don't think he likes me." I glanced at his reflection in the mirror. He eyed me coolly.

	"He's just overprotective, that's all. It's been hard on him, these past couple weeks. He wants to keep me safe." She tried to laugh it off, changing the subject. "What about you, Mr. Madison? Did you lose anything in battle?" Her gaze drifted down my torso.

	"Nothing that shows." Seeing my gunner squad mowed down by a platoon of E.C. mandroids with meter-long bayonets, slicing through them like sickles through bloody wheat—that sort of thing sticks with you. Changes you on the inside where nobody can see. But while it's one thing to be a haunted man, it's something else entirely to let it interfere with your work.

	"You ever feel like we're waiting for the other shoe to drop?"

	"How's that?" I focused on her.

	"This supposed cold war—it's like a pregnant pause, really. We're just waiting to see who will make the first move. Us or them."

	"Let's hope they take a nice long while deciding." The Eastern Conglomerate would never join the United World; China and her allies had made that clear enough from the start. But the current global stalemate was the closest thing to peace our weary old planet had experienced in decades. I didn't mind it one bit.

	She smiled faintly. "So you came back a war hero, and you—"

	"Never said that."

	She shrugged. "You made it back alive. I figure that qualifies you as a hero. So you get back to the city, and then what—you decide to become a detective? Just like that?"

	"I liked the idea of being my own boss." After years of taking orders from pig-headed UW commanders, I knew I'd never be able to work for the government again. Or anybody else, for that matter. "Thought I could make a difference."

	"Here?" She scoffed. "This town is the pits, in case you haven't noticed. Between the mob and the politicians, it's a wonder we haven't been quarantined. Why stay? You're not tied down here, are you? Do you have a family or something?"

	Nothing like that. I had friends. I could count them on one hand, but they were all the family I needed. 

	"Some might say this city's a lost cause, but I don't see it that way. Sure, Ivan's mob runs things, and most of the cops are on his payroll. But there are still people in this town who want to see it cleaned up. I figure if I can help out some of those people, I'm doing what I can to make this city a better place."

	"People like me." She smiled, revealing perfect white teeth; they hadn't come cheap. "Honestly, Mr. Madison, I wasn't sure you'd still be in business. I found you listed on the Link, but nowadays you don't hear much about private investigators anymore, you know?"

	"We're a dying breed." The Link now made it possible for just about anybody to play detective—as long as what you were after was in range of the nearest vid-cam. But for dark business that often took place off the grid, your local gumshoe came in real handy. "Not that I mind the lack of competition."

	The waiter arrived with our steaming lasagna, bread sticks, and wine. I kept an eye on Amanda's bodyguard as we ate. His gaze hadn't wavered from our table; his face remained an expressionless mask. 

	"Has he seen your double?" I nodded toward the bar as I dug into my meal.

	"Brock? Yes. Every time. Jerry too—my driver."

	"How many times would that be now?"

	"More than a dozen."

	"With the notes increasingly threatening?"

	She nodded. Then she stared, open-mouthed. Not real ladylike, showing off that half-chewed mouthful of mush. But as I turned to follow her gaze outside, I saw what had attracted her attention. 

	She stared for good reason.

	There stood her doppelgänger in the pouring rain, sheltered under a flimsy umbrella and wearing a slick black raincoat. Same gorgeous copper locks flowing over her shoulders, but no sparkling electrostatic protection. 

	Keeping the umbrella between her and the paparazzi-cams, she pointed a revolver straight at Amanda.
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	"Get down!" 

	I knocked our table over and grabbed Amanda by the wrist, pulling her behind it just as a shot took out the front window. Glass exploded in razor-like shards, skittering across the tile. Gusts of cold wind swept the invading rain inside Leonardo's. 

	"This way, Miss Forsythe," said Brock the bodyguard, standing between Amanda and what remained of the shattered window. Somehow, he'd managed to launch himself more than twenty meters from the bar in the blink of an eye. Now he stood brooding over her like a hen protecting one of its chicks.

	"Where is she?" Amanda demanded, furious but weak in the knees.

	"Gone." I stepped outside, crunching glass under my shoes. I squinted into the rain as I put on my hat. Not as fancy as an electrostatic shield, but it did its job. "You get all that?" I shouted up at the floating cameras. 

	Lenses flared and retracted, whirring in midair. Remote-controlled by some nameless, faceless voyeur who got paid to sit on his ass all day. Laziest job in the world, if you ask me. But good work if you could get it.

	Remembering what Amanda had said about her double always leaving a note, I headed down the street toward her car. 

	Jerry the driver stepped out, shielding himself uselessly against the rain with one hand. The hybrid sedan sat with its engine off. 

	"Is Miss Forsythe all right?" Jerry said in a shaky voice.

	I nodded. "You see which way the shooter went?"

	He pointed back the way I'd come. 

	"Same woman?"

	"What?"

	"Miss Forsythe's stalker."

	"I believe so."

	"You saw the whole thing?" 

	He nodded.

	"Didn't think to tap the horn or anything? Scare the woman off?"

	Jerry cursed. "I had no idea she was armed!"

	"She ever tried taking a shot before?"

	He shook his head. "Should I call the police?"

	"Yeah. I really think you should." 

	I backtracked past Leonardo's, heading up the sidewalk, looking for any sign of the woman. Zilch. No idea who she was or what she wanted, but one thing I knew for sure: this was a police matter now. Attempted murder was nothing to sneeze at. Whether or not the cops believed Amanda's story was beside the point. She had witnesses—including footage soon to be all over the Link—of that woman pulling the trigger. It was no ghost of her attention-seeking, overactive imagination. It was the real deal that could, apparently, disappear into the night without leaving a trace. 

	Too bad those hover-cams hadn't been tasked with following the shooter. The paparazzi were too busy selling their footage to the highest bidder.

	By the time I hoofed it back to the restaurant, the owner had already activated an electrostatic barrier in place of the missing window to keep the rain out, and the patrons had settled down somewhat. Brock stood in the street where Amanda's car was now double-parked, engine silently idling. He held the rear door open as she slipped inside. 

	"Hold on," I said as I approached. "The cops will want to question—"

	Brock slammed the door shut before I could make eye contact with the girl. He turned to face me, his mechanical hand landing squarely on my chest. 

	"Miss Forsythe's safety is my only concern, Mr. Madison," the bodyguard said in a low tone. I noticed the bullet hole in his right shoulder, torn straight through his suit jacket. Good thing there was only a metal prosthesis underneath, or he would have been bleeding out. But in order to intercept that round as it plowed through the front window, he must have seen the shooter before Amanda or I even laid eyes on her. "The police will be directed to Forsythe Manor. They will question her there. Her dealings with you are over. Permanently." 

	Not exactly the case. She'd paid me for two days' work, minus expenses, and so far I'd worked less than an hour. I planned on finding out who that doppelgänger was, and why she wanted Amanda dead—whether or not Brock the cyborg let me anywhere near her. 

	I wasn't a dog with a bone. I was just a man who liked to see things through.

	




	



	5

	 

	 

	 

	When I got back to my office, I expected the place to be empty. But Wanda hadn't followed my instructions too good. 

	"Had a feeling you'd be back," she said as I let myself in. "Once I saw this."

	She detached her Slate from its Underwood dock and handed it to me. Displayed across the glass touchscreen were multiple Link facets, each playing the same scene on a loop: the umbrella-carrying shooter out front of Leonardo's; the massive bodyguard lunging in the way of a speeding bullet; yours truly on the floor with Amanda Forsythe behind an overturned table, covered in shattered glass. Had to hand it to those paparazzi-cams; they'd gotten some decent footage. 

	Oddly enough though, none of the scrolling headlines had anything to do with the attempted murder. Instead, they focused on—

	"See right there? New love interest," Wanda pointed, reading over my shoulder. "What could socialite Amanda Forsythe possibly see in one of the last private eye's to hang a shingle in this town?"

	"Shingle?" Who used that term anymore?

	"Has she grown desperate in her old age—" Wanda continued to read.

	"The girl's not even thirty, for crying out loud!"

	"—or just slumming it for kicks?"

	"Next time I see a paparazzi-bot, I'm considering it open season." I patted my holstered .38 and handed the Slate back to her. "They don't care that somebody took a shot at her. All they're concerned about is her love life."

	"Is there any?" Wanda raised an eyebrow, folding her arms.

	"We barely got into dinner. And I have a feeling dessert wasn't on the menu." I rubbed my face with both hands and blew out a sigh. "Listen, since you're here—"

	"Actually, I'm on my way out. My boss told me to go home early, but you know, I had a few things to finish up. Now that's done, so…" She placed her Slate back into its typewriter housing and reached for her coat. "I'll see you tomorrow, Charlie."

	"Would it make any difference if I needed your help?"

	She paused. "Would it pay overtime?"

	"Time and a half."

	"Double."

	The kid drove a hard bargain. "Deal." I pointed at her Slate. "I need you to dig up whatever you can on Amanda's bodyguard, Brock. Her driver, too: name's Jerry."

	"Last names?" She slipped her phone over one ear.

	"No clue." I gave her a wink. "But that shouldn't be much trouble for you, Tech Wiz."

	"Caveman," she muttered with the makings of a smile, her gaze already transfixed on whatever invisible facets she'd opened in her mind's eye. 

	That's how the Link worked; it took everything you'd normally finger-swipe through on a touchscreen and projected it into your field of vision—but only yours. Nobody else could see what you were looking at. Phones hijacked your visual cortex or something, transmitting audio along with the visual stimuli. Real fancy, but I'd sooner be caught dead than wear one of those things. Machines and me hadn't gotten along real well since the war; I had no desire to rely on technology in any of its forms. Besides, all it would take was another EMP airstrike from the Eastern Conglomerate, and the Link would go the way of its much more impressive predecessor, something they used to call the Internet. 

	"What do you want to know?" Wanda said, smacking that signature wad of gum.

	"How long they've been working for the Forsythe clan. What their backgrounds are. Brock's a veteran, half-machine." From the moment I met him, I got the feeling he didn't approve of Amanda seeking out my help. Why? Didn't he want to know who that stalker was?

	"And this Jerry guy?"

	"He saw the whole thing—that woman with the umbrella opening fire on the restaurant. Said he hadn't noticed a gun in her hand. Guy with eyesight that bad shouldn't be driving for anybody."

	She nodded, looking like she was staring at the office door; but I knew those gorgeous unblinking blues were taking in all manner of data on Amanda Forsythe's hired help.

	"You've got a call coming in from the 37th precinct," she murmured, multitasking. "Sergeant Douglass would like to speak with you about the incident at the restaurant."

	That was fast. But then again, the incident did involve a photogenic city socialite.

	"Route it through my intercom," I said, opening the door to my office.

	"Already done," Wanda replied. Tech Wiz at work.

	Navigating my way through the dark office, I managed to make it to my desk without banging my shins into anything. Lights out kept the electric bills low, regardless of the bruises. Collapsing into my faux-leather desk chair, I flipped the switch on the intercom.

	"Charlie?" Douglass's brogue came through louder than necessary.

	"Who else?"

	"Right." He chuckled. Nothing in the world could dampen his spirits. One of the last honest cops in town, a man I was lucky to call my friend. "Listen, I just need to verify you were at Leonardo's this evening—when the shootin' took place."

	"You know I was." Otherwise, he wouldn't have called.

	"Yeah, sure," he hemmed and hawed. Then he came out with it: "I hate to do this to you. I know time's are tough and all, and I'm sure Miss Forsythe is a real big fish."

	"Paid me double."

	"You don't say? Well, that makes this twice as hard then." He paused. "You've gotta step off the case, lad. This is a police matter now, and we've got the girl in protective custody. You know how that goes. No interference from the private sector." Subtext: I'd be arrested on sight if I didn't follow his advice, and there was nothing he could do about it.

	"Have your detectives questioned her yet?"

	"Heading over there now. Stankic and Bellincioni—"

	"Stinkin' and Blinkin'," I muttered with a curse. Dirty cops, both of them. Detective Stankic was a slob with an affinity for garlic and onions and sauces that stained every tie he knotted around his mottled throat. Detective Bellincioni had a nervous tick that caused her to blink one long-lashed eye more often than was necessary. Hence my nicknames for them—which sounded more than a little like their actual surnames. They didn't like it, but that was all right. We had what you might call a working antagonistic relationship.

	"Hey, I don't like 'em any more than you do, Charlie. But the captain assigned 'em this case. I'm just holdin' down the fort tonight. If Miss Forsythe doesn't agree to come over and ID the shooter, they'll keep her home under watch until the perp is apprehended."

	"You see that footage on the Link?"

	He scoffed. "Damned hover-bots. Damned paparazzi! Didn't even think to swoop lower and get a good look at the shooter's face, now did they?"

	"I saw her face."

	Douglass paused. "Did you now?"

	Didn't matter. I was off the case. "You wouldn't believe me if I told you."

	I signed off and returned to Wanda's front office. She held up a finger to keep me from breaking her concentration. Then she pointed that finger at her Slate. Spilling across the screen were rapid-fire mental notes she was making as she concluded her Link search.

	"Well, Charlie, that will either put you to sleep tonight or put your mind at ease." She rubbed at her eyes as she removed the phone from her ear and slipped it into her purse. "Either way, it's late, and I'm goin' home." 

	I retrieved her Slate from the Underwood. "Everything here?"

	"Everything I could find." She pulled on her coat and stifled a yawn. "Both upstanding gentlemen, by all accounts. Been workin' for the Forsythe clan for years. Came highly recommended, the usual."

	"Easily accessible information?" I raised an eyebrow.

	She graced me with a sly smile. "Sure. If you know where to look. See you tomorrow, Charlie." She opened the door to the hallway and gave me a wink. "Don't stay up too late. You need your beauty sleep same as anybody else."

	With that, she was gone. And I was left to scroll through virtual pages of notes on Brock Moynihan and Jerry Gunderson, two men who'd been in the employ of the Forsythe estate for decades. Amanda's father had hired them both around the same time, back when she'd started high school. Had he been worried about the boys at her school? Jerry had been her driver from the start, and Brock her bodyguard, escorting her to and from classes. That had to be fun for the poor girl. Not much room for a social life.

	But things had changed when she went away to college, out of state. Neither fellow went with her. Both men started working for her father instead. Brock lost a leg in a car accident, protecting Mr. Forsythe from an oncoming vehicle—so not all of his prosthetics were thanks to the war. Amanda had been wrong about that. Jerry's eyesight was never brought into question. Both men appeared to be above reproach.

	When Amanda's father became ill, she returned home from college and never finished out her senior year, choosing instead to sit at her father's bedside. Her mother had passed away a year or two before, but that hadn't interfered with Amanda's studies. Daddy's girl? Oh yeah. When her old man finally kicked the bucket, the entire Forsythe estate became hers. Who needs an education when you're set for life?

	Brock and Jerry stayed on, reprising their roles as her personal bodyguard and driver. Life went on—until just a couple weeks ago, when this doppelgänger showed up out of the blue. 

	A knock sounded against the frosted glass of the office door. Outside, I could make out the shadowy form of someone standing in the hallway. Wanda? Had she forgotten her keys? Unlikely. The girl was like an elephant in the memory department.

	With her Slate in one hand, I unlocked the door—of course she'd battened down the hatches on her way out—and pulled it open. Smiling at her, I said, "Forget something?"

	My smile faltered. I didn't say anything more. I thought about going for my gun instead.

	"Mr. Madison?" said Amanda Forsythe, dripping wet in a slick black raincoat. She held a collapsed umbrella down at her side. "You're Charlie Madison, right? The detective?"
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	I nodded toward my name on the door.

	"Right." She blinked up at me. Her hair wasn't as immaculate as Amanda's and her facial art—mascara, lip rouge, the rest—wasn't as pristinely maintained, but this girl shared the same face. Uncanny. Her voice, however, was lower by an octave. She'd spared no expense to look like the socialite, but tampering with the voice box was tricky. Maybe she hadn't wanted to take her obsession that far. "You were at the restaurant—"

	"So were you. Target practice?"

	"I'm sorry about that. I didn't—" She nodded with determination. "I've been afraid something like that might happen."

	"That you'd try to kill her?"

	"That I'd lose it. You can only press someone so far, Mr. Madison, before they…break."

	She appeared to be speaking from personal experience. "The cops are looking for you," I said. "Attempted murder on a local socialite? Not something you'll be able to put behind you anytime soon."

	"I wasn't trying to…" She squeezed her forehead, swooning all of a sudden as she stared at the hallway's tile floor. "I didn't want to kill her. Not really. I just…wanted to scare her—in a big way."

	"Her bodyguard took the bullet."

	"Brock's half-machine. He'll be fine." She raised one hand and leaned against the wall. Her emerald eyes glanced past me at my dark office. "I could really use somebody to talk to."

	"Are you armed?"

	"Search me." She opened her raincoat. No electrostatic filter for her. This doppelgänger was a commoner like the rest of us. "Or take my word for it. No, I'm not. I tossed that gun as soon as I could. Can't believe I fired the thing."

	I studied her umbrella for a moment. Lethal in the right hands, sure; but those hands of hers didn't look like the type. Deciding to give her the benefit of the doubt—whoever she really was—I stepped aside and gestured for her to come on in. Pointing at the futon couch next to Wanda's potted lily, I waited for her to take the hint and sit herself down. Then I closed the door to the hallway, but not before making sure it was empty outside. She hadn't been followed by cops or hover-bots—or any accomplices, from what I could tell.

	"So, you like to write." I set Wanda's Slate into its Underwood moorings and leaned back against the desk. 

	"Write?"

	"Threatening notes, mostly. By hand. Old school, but I can respect that. I'm something of a Luddite myself." I folded my arms. "What I can't understand is what you hope to get out of it. Having yourself surgically altered to look like her. Stalking her. Scaring her. What's your endgame?"

	"You should ask her the same thing. It's been going on for weeks now. I can't figure it out. Believe me, I've tried. Do they want me to lose it and kill myself? Is that what they're after? With me gone, do they think they'll get everything? Live off my inheritance and die of old age together?"

	"They?"

	"The imposter and her cronies—Brock and Jerry. They've been plotting against me!"

	Crazy talk.

	"You mentioned Brock before. War veteran, upstanding guy from what I can tell. Lost his second leg protecting Amanda's father."

	"No, he didn't." She cursed mildly under her breath, her fingers kneading the hem of her raincoat. "My father told that to the press to cover up what really happened. He didn't want them to know about Brock's weird little hobbies."

	"Your father?" I almost smiled. Before I had a chance to weigh the potential consequences of challenging a sociopath's delusion, I said, "I see. You actually think you're Amanda Forsythe."

	"Of course I am," she said wearily, shaking her head. "Who else would I be?"

	A delusional doppelgänger—the spitting image of Amanda Forsythe with some sort of malicious intent I couldn't for the life of me figure out.

	"How do you think Brock lost his leg?" I said.

	"Playing with explosives. It's his thing. He's something of a mad scientist, really. He makes these gas-bombs and uses them as practical jokes. Believe me, growing up with that guy around all the time? It got old real fast."

	"So you're saying the woman I had dinner with, the woman wanting me to track you down—" I paused, looking her over. "You're saying she's the imposter."

	"That's right." She raised her chin regally.

	"And her hired help are working with her—assisting in the charade?"

	She nodded. "I need you to help me reclaim my life, Mr. Madison. I can't go to the police, they'll never believe me." She bit her lip for a moment. "I used to be quite the spoiled brat, you see. When dear old Mommy and Daddy wouldn't bestow enough of their kindly attention on me, I would call the cops, tell them I was being abused. Neglected, perhaps, but never to the extent I fabricated for local law enforcement. I'm a laughingstock to them now. They probably read about me stalking her and think she deserves it. Because they think she's me!"

	Short of administering a DNA test, how was I to know if she was who she said she was? "Amanda—the other Amanda—paid me double to take her case. What can you offer?"

	The fire went out of her eyes. "I barely have enough to live on. They've left me with that much, you see. I rent a flat off Market Street, and I can buy food. But that's it. They cancelled two of my credit lines, and the one I have left is closely monitored. The balance is never more than what I need for the day." She paused. "They're keeping me alive so I'll lose my mind. So I'll off myself, and they'll be rid of me without getting their hands dirty."

	Either she had an incredibly inventive imagination, laced with all manner of paranoia, or she was telling me the truth. In which case the first Amanda had played me for a fool, hoping to include me in her staged play. But to what end? She said she wanted me to find out who her stalker was, follow her and find out what she wanted. All right. The stalker had come to me instead, and I'd found out more than I bargained for—assuming any of it was on the level. 

	According to this woman, she was the real Amanda Forsythe, and all she wanted was her life back. Simple as that. 

	My job was done. Now what? Contact my client and tell her what I'd discovered? That would go over well.

	"I can't pay you now, but when this is over—" she went on.

	"She's in protective custody. It won't be easy to get to her." Detectives Stinkin' and Blinkin' would see to that, not to mention Brock the bodyguard. A gas-bomb hobby? Weird. "That's what you want, right? To confront her?"

	She blinked. Her eyes were glassy. "I don't know. But I can't let her steal my life from me. This has to stop."

	"If you show up at her place—your place—you'll be arrested." I paused. "But that could be for the best. Get everything aired out, once and for all. They could run a DNA test on the both of you—"

	"I want you to prove she isn't who she says she is." She got to her feet, gripping the umbrella down at her side. "That's all. Can you do that?" She pulled open the hallway door and stepped outside. "Mr. Madison, please." She was struggling to maintain her composure now. "Will you—even though I can't pay for your services?"

	"If what you say is true, then you've already paid me." Via her imposter. "And if it isn't, well…She paid me double, like I said." So I had another day to see how the case panned out. "I'll do what I can."

	"Thank you." She nodded vigorously, causing either tears or viscous raindrops to ooze down her cheeks. "I'm sorry I got your couch wet. I have to go. Good night." She shut the door, and her heels clopped quickly down the hallway outside.
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	I briefly considered following her back to wherever she lived, to corroborate that part of her story, but that's when a ping came through on Wanda's Slate. Incoming message—video file. Addressed to me. 

	Curious, I tapped it open and watched as a scene from earlier that evening replayed before my eyes. The vantage point was different this time. Instead of looking at Amanda from behind my desk as she sparkled there in her electrostatic shield, I now hovered near the ceiling. Strange. I didn't recall there being any sort of recording device in my office at the time. I wouldn't have allowed it. 

OEBPS/cover.jpeg
THE CASE & MADISON P

\g;l "l 1 -~‘|

TE

GLIENTS

et W aNovELLAS f

= ....-.ll-ﬂ

M*f;o JAMES mwra% ﬁ





