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	She stands alone in the snowy expanse, staring at me with eyes that shine like polished obsidian, red-rimmed and swollen. She's been crying, but not anymore. A small Japanese girl in a frilly cherry blossom dress fit for a princess, her raven black hair braided and tied with matching ribbons that undulate like streamers in the frigid air. Standing as still as a statue in the middle of an open battlefield.

	I recognize her. How could I ever forget this miraculous child? Her name is Mao. Her tears are pearls. Literally. Wrap your mind around that for a moment.

	But she doesn't belong here. This is a scene from the past, years before I ever met her. Frozen tundra, a world of white and bone-devouring cold. My gunner squad has packed itself into the crystallized snow to hide our thermal signatures. What else do you do when a platoon of mandroids is heading your way and you're on your own? No backup. No air support. Just you and too many of the enemy: giant, soulless killing machines.

	They're a hundred meters out, beyond Mao. Direct line of sight. Our scanners picked them up minutes ago. Her lips move; she's saying something, but I can't hear her. I watch the mandroids advance, dark angular shapes charging through the snow. Steel and hydraulics punching through the ice with long strides, their red eyes glowing like a cab's tail lights. Still too far out to reach us with their incinerators.

	They'll be upon Mao in a matter of seconds. She won't stand a chance against them. Then they'll cut through us with those meter-long bayonets welded to their arms. 

	We've got electrostatic shields for the incinerator beams that blast out of their hellish eyes. That much we can handle. But hand-to-hand combat with these things? They stand a full meter taller than your average marine, are stronger than half a dozen of us combined, and they will not stop. Blow off their arms or legs, and the Centurion power cell housed in their anthropomorphic chests explodes like a low-yield nuke. You've got to go for the eyes first, blind them. Then get close enough to plant a shocker smack-dab in the middle of their plasteel armor. Let the localized EMP take care of the rest. Watch them shake and rattle and then freeze up, dead for all intents and purposes.

	"Sergeant Madison." My lieutenant squirms through the crushed ice beside me. He's out of uniform, smoking a pipe. He's been shot, execution-style, through the back of his head, leaving a gaping exit wound where his forehead should be.

	Mr. Newspaper. That's what I called him when he was my prime informant. After he'd exchanged his uniform and stripes for a corner newsstand in the heart of the city. But that's later on. Years later, after the war. After what happens here and now.

	"You've gotta get that kid out of here." He jabs the end of his pipe toward Mao in a conversational way. "You don't want her to see any of this."

	No. I don't. But this doesn't make sense. She wasn't here. Neither was he, not as Mr. Newspaper. 

	"I'm sorry…" I can't take my eyes off his wound. I never had a chance to tell him: "It was my fault. I never should've gotten you involved with Ivan—"

	"Hey." He clasps me by the shoulder. "I knew what I was doing, Charlie. Always do. Now it's your turn. Get out there and save that little girl!"

	She stands halfway between us and the advancing mandroids. Lips purple with cold, trembling as she continues to speak without sound. Urgently. Trying to tell me something, but somebody has muted the transmission.

	I climb out of my makeshift burrow and haul myself toward her. My limbs are as frozen as the terrain, and they weigh more than I remember. Heavier than should be possible, even with the body armor and gear. I collapse to one knee under the burden and struggle to rise, cursing my inability to move. I punch the ice with a gloved fist.

	Impossible to reach her in time. The automatons have her in their sights, their eyes fixed on her frail body. Bayonets gleam like silver under an eternal winter sun. 

	I can't save her. I can't even get near to her.

	Will they slice her in half with their incinerators? Skewer her with a bayonet? Decapitate her, sending her head rolling toward my feet? Ribbons crushed in her blood-soaked hair—

	"Charlie?" She takes my face in her cold angel's hands. She stands before me now. I don't know how she moved so fast, closing the distance.

	The mandroids bound toward us, puffs of sublimated ice rising with every mechanical footfall. They weight infinitely more than I do. How can they be so light on their feet while I'm stuck here like this?

	"Charlie." Mao blocks my view of them. She forces me to look into her ravaged miracle eyes. "You saved me once."

	That was different. I was up against a mobster and his crew—Ivan the Terrible and his Russian bratva. Flesh and blood. Not machines.

	"I can't." Not this time. My squad will be butchered in front of me. I'll survive, somehow. My memory has always been a little fuzzy on that part. Survivor's guilt will do that to you. "I can't save you, Mao."

	"You already did." A sad smile plays on her lips. "You rescued me from that evil man. Now you have to help my friends."

	A flash of crimson—an incinerator beam cutting through the cold air overhead.

	"Shields up!" Mr. Newspaper barks, arms folded as he surveys the scene like an intrigued spectator, pipe clamped between his teeth. The men and women in his unit activate their only defense against the mandroids' weaponized eyes. Electrostatic shielding sparks and fizzles, encasing each of the marines around me in glowing, translucent cocoons. "Get those guns ready!"

	I reach for Mao, to protect her with my shield—an aura of blue energy that radiates outward from the projectors implanted across my white and grey fatigues.

	"Help them, Charlie." 

	Mao's last words as she disintegrates in a burst of ash on the wind. 

	The mandroid that incinerated her towers over me, its eyes ablaze. It seems to pause just long enough to reinforce its unquestionable power in the moment. Then it plows its bayonet into my chest and out through the middle of my back with a sick, wet crunch. 

	So much for my body armor.

	 

	 

	I sat up with a gasp, my feet dropping off the desk and thudding against the floor.

	"Didn't mean to startle you, Charlie." Wanda flicked on my desk lamp, bathing her youthful features in an amber glow. She smacked her signature wad of chewing gum as she watched me. "Were you sleeping?"

	"No, I…"

	I took a quick survey of my surroundings. The frozen battlefield had vanished, replaced by my office. Dark, late evening. Wanda should have gone home by now. Her hours were nine to five or thereabouts. By the looks of things, we were long past five. What was she still doing here?

	"Charlie, don't tell me you forgot." She crossed her arms, cocking her head to one side. Loose blonde curls bobbed against her shoulder. She had her lavender coat on, her white faux-leather hip purse in one hand. Dressed to the nines, from what I could tell, and smelling like fresh lilacs. Yet she never wore perfume. "You did, didn't you." She chewed her gum and smiled. Not a happy smile. Not sad, either. Sympathetic, maybe. 

	Not everybody possessed a perfect memory like hers; some might call it photographic. A real gift that required a whole lot of patience for mere mortals.

	"Must've nodded off." I got to my feet and smoothed down my tie…right where I'd been skewered by that mandroid.

	A nightmare, that's all it was. One unlike any I'd ever had before. Felt real, everything about it. Like I was back on the Eastern Front again. Like little Mao was really talking to me.

	"Haven't been getting much sleep lately," I offered. A lame excuse. 

	"Beg to differ, Charlie. You didn't even hear me let myself in." She paused, watching my face for a moment. Looking for something. "Weird dreams?"

	I ran a hand down my forehead, squeezed my temples. "Yeah." 

	Delving deep enough to reach REM sleep should have meant feeling somewhat rested afterward, which I didn't. I'd been running a deficit for a couple weeks now, snatching an hour or two of sleep here and there…until the persistent dreams came calling. Not the restful variety. By all indications, these bad boys were only interested in dredging up the ugly past and getting my adrenaline pumping overtime.

	"Who was it?" Wanda slid her backside onto the edge of my desk. Lamplight swept across the curves of her gorgeous legs. "In your dream?"

	"Mao," I said, meeting her gaze.

	"The girl with the…" She gestured at her eyes, as blue as the sky our unfair city hadn't seen in weeks.

	"Yeah." Little Mao, the girl of great price. Erstwhile golden goose of Ivan the Terrible, due to those magical tears of hers. "She looked the same as the last time I saw her." Hadn't aged a day.

	"When you rescued her." Wanda reached for my arm and gave it a gentle squeeze. Tenderness and camaraderie all rolled up into one little gesture. "Like so many others you've managed to help over the years."

	"Five and counting."

	She brightened like a bulb snapping on. "You didn't forget!"

	"How could I?" I got up and pulled her off the desk into an awkward sideways embrace. Real smooth. "It's our anniversary, damn it. I've been looking forward to this." I squeezed her, and she giggled like a kid half her age.

	"What time is the reservation?" She eyed me closely. Not fully convinced I'd remembered every detail.

	"Soon as we get there. Julian's holding a booth for us." I headed for the door, straightening my suit jacket along the way.

	"Howard's Tavern..." She did a pretty good job of hiding her disappointment, but it was there, tough to miss beneath the surface.

	I grabbed my coat and hat off the rack in her front office, which doubled as our client receiving area when there were clients to be had. Nothing fancy, just a futon couch and one of Wanda's potted plants. A ficus. Something like that.

	"What better place to celebrate than our favorite watering hole?" I said.

	"Yours, maybe." She trailed behind me. "All the beer and peanuts we can handle, I take it?"

	"That's right. But don't even think about getting me drunk. I'm too easily taken advantage of in such a vulnerable state." I held my arm out to her like I was a gentleman. We both knew better. "Shall we depart, m'lady?"

	She couldn't keep herself from smiling. But she shook her head, dampening its effect. "How could a girl think of passing this up?"

	"Damn straight." 

	We stepped out into the dimly lit hallway, and I locked the door behind us. CHARLIE MADISON, DETECTIVE read the black lettering across the frosted glass. Our footsteps echoed as we passed the travel agent's office and the insurance agent's, both closed up for the night. The whole eighth floor was quiet, lifeless. Just the local gumshoe and his faithful assistant making their way to the stairwell door. Elevators were for chumps.

	"What's gotten you thinking about her again, Charlie?" Wanda said. "Your subconscious, I mean. Whatever part of your brain that's in charge of those dreams."

	"Mao? No idea. Last I heard, she was being treated like royalty by the Home Islands' bigwigs. What's left of them, anyway."

	"The islands or the bigwigs?"

	"Both." I shrugged.

	"Did she say anything to you? In the dream?"

	Funny she'd ask that. Weird funny. Not the amusing variety.

	"The usual," I said.

	"Oh?" She raised a well-manicured eyebrow.

	"Sure. What all the ghosts from my past tell me." I nudged her. "Get a real job, Madison."

	I held the stairwell door open for her.

	"Fine. Don't take it seriously. But I happen to follow this school of thought: dreams tell us important stuff. About ourselves, y'know?"

	"Maybe I don't want to know about myself." The door swung shut behind us with a thud that reverberated down the concrete stairs. "I'd settle for a good night's sleep." Or maybe a few. I wasn't picky.

	She glanced back at me as her heels clopped downstairs. Seven more flights to go.

	"Your subconscious might need to work something out." She smiled, and there was nothing the jittery fluorescents could do to take her beauty down a notch. "Could be you're feeling a sense of unfinished business where Mao's concerned."

	Possible. Or the kid had figured out a way to communicate telepathically with me across thousands of kilometers. An unsettling thought. And impossible—I hoped.

	"She's fine. We're fine. Still in business, despite Ivan's best efforts to get rid of us." Raking in the credits from too many clients to count. Yeah, right.

	"Sometimes I miss the old building," she said wistfully.

	Ivan had burned it down to get back at me for setting his Golden Goose free. But since he owned the building and his goons had made the explosion look like an accidental gas leak, he'd ended up winning quite the insurance claim. Not that the blazing inferno had evened things out between us or anything. He'd then proceeded to put a price on my head, and I had to hide out in Little Tokyo for a while, drinking too much sake and eating more sushi than any Anglo should responsibly ingest. 

	Until the Blackshirts scrambled his brains. Then he forgot he ever wanted me dead or alive. I, on the other hand, remembered everything. And I'd never forgive him for killing Mr. Newspaper.

	"What I mean is, we're still here," I said. "Five years of trials and tribulations, but this town hasn't been able to get rid of us. I say that's worth celebrating."

	She let out a little whoop and laughed, echoing up and down the stairwell like the best music. "With bottomless beers and peanuts!"

	If we were headed to Howard's Tavern, sure. Only we weren't. I had a surprise in store for Wanda, the better half of the Charlie Madison Detective Agency, and it didn't involve a single peanut. Not even a beer.

	 

	 

	Wanda slugged me in the arm as our cab pulled up out front of Leonardo's Italian bistro on Broadway, nestled between a pair of high-rise hotels.

	"That's gonna leave a bruise," I muttered, rubbing my bicep.

	"Charlie!"

	"What? You don't like it? Fine, we'll go to Howard's instead." I leaned forward to give the cabbie our course correction. But I halted at Wanda's touch, her hand on mine.

	"You're full of surprises." She grinned at me, shaking her head with something like delight sparkling in her eyes.

	"Even after all these years? Glad to hear it." I scanned my ID card across the cab's rear-facing screen and tipped the driver an extra credit for getting us here in record time. Gotta love digital currency. Over the past year, paper bills had died out like the dodo. "Hungry?" I shoved open the rear door and braced myself for the deluge of acid rain outside. Just one of the perks of late 21st century living.

	"Heck yeah," Wanda said, right behind me.

	Being former military came with a couple of benefits. One was my VA liaison officer, just a phone call away whenever I needed to travel (rarely) or wanted to connect with a fellow vet (almost as rarely, considering the tragic fate of my kind). Another was both a blessing and a curse: overweening survival instinct. As soon as I walked into a room, I sized it up. Located the exits. Assessed potential threats. Good habits for a detective, particularly one who had his share of enemies in this town. 

	As a rule, I preferred eating at a table close to the door with a clear line of sight on the rest of the establishment. So when I'd made our reservation at Leonardo's earlier that day, I requested such a table. The girl on the phone had said it was ours for the taking. Wouldn't be a problem. We were welcome to it.

	Until Wanda and I found ourselves standing at the host's station, and the kid on duty had nothing but limp apologies for us.

	"I'm sorry, Mr. Madison, but there's nothing I can do." He showed me his fleshy empty hands. "Mr. Sokolov has a certain…understanding with the owner, you see."

	I saw. The place was crawling with rowdy Russians. Up out of their seats, dressed in the finest slick threads, raising and tossing back vodka shots between every other breath. Laughing and kissing and groping the gorgeous blonde and brunette escorts they'd hired for this special occasion. 

	Nervous restaurant staff stood at the periphery, keeping their eyes to themselves and waiting to be summoned before venturing into the fray. The restaurant's other clientele kept an eye on the spectacle with silent annoyance, irritated by the fact that their quiet, tasteful evening had been invaded by this rabble. I couldn't help feeling sorry for them—except for the fact that they had tables and drinks and meals set before them. Wanda and I had squat.

	Our flustered host caught me looking at the bar as a last resort. Standing room only. Elbow to elbow alongside the local mob scene.

	"I'm sorry," the kid repeated. "We didn't know they would be here this evening. They just showed up, less than an hour ago."

	"Even the bratva likes your food." I patted him on the shoulder. "Take it as a compliment."

	"Charlie—?" Wanda cut herself off as Yevgeni Sokolov himself took notice of us. 

	Me, in particular.

	I was hoping the host had meant a different Sokolov. A common enough name these days with so many Russians filtering down from the oil fields way up north to accumulate in our humble town. The city of angels, once upon a time. Now United World Sector 51.7634, a heavily populated tarnished star on the polluted west coast of the Unified States—former US of A, Mexico, and Canada combined. Not too many angels to be found in these parts anymore, unless we're talking about the fallen variety.

	Lucky me. I'd caught the eye of one particular devil who was supposed to be in prison, last time I checked.

	"Madison!" Sokolov roared.

	Leonardo's Bistro Italiano fell silent. Just like that. All of the Russians turned to stare at yours truly. Thanks to Yevgeni's sudden outburst, I now commanded the undivided attention of the entire restaurant, twitchy staff included.

	"Yevgeni." I forced a smile and stepped toward him.

	"Charlie." Wanda had a firm hold of my arm. She kept her voice low. "Don't."

	"It's all right." No, it really wasn't. "Sokolov and I go way back."

	"That's what I'm afraid of," she said.

	"It has been a long time, Madison." Sokolov's nasal baritone held the moment. He folded his arms, biceps straining against the oily fabric of his fancy suit. He'd put on some muscle in the big house. "Such a surprise my men have thrown together for me this evening, no? It is wonderful, really, to be among such friends again. But to think they invited you to my party?"

	Sokolov's meaty thugs glanced at each other with uncertainty crinkling their unibrows. They didn't know whether to smile or scowl. Yevgeni somehow managed to do both, his eyes like glaciers as they cut into me.

	"Sorry to disappoint." I shrugged. "Had no idea you were back in town."

	He nodded slowly across the distance separating us. Thirty meters, give or take. Neither one of us willing to cross the no man's land in between. To say he had me outnumbered would have been a grave understatement. To say he would decide whether I left this place in one piece or fifty? Not an exaggeration.

	"Could it be that you forgot about Yevgeni after so many years?" he said.

	"Not a chance. I never forget a paying customer."

	"Yes, of course. You served me well. Once." A pregnant pause. "But then later…not so well."

	"So, you got out early?" Not my best effort at swaying the conversation, but it was in my self-interest to fast-forward things a bit. Leave the past where it could rot in peace. "Couldn't have been for good behavior. Not you, Yevgeni."

	He almost chuckled. "It is funny when you put it that way. Early. As if I should have spent more of my life in that hell hole. Three years were not enough, you think?"

	"Compared to twenty…"

	"Trust me, Madison. Three years is plenty when every cursed day feels like a lifetime," he growled, taking a step forward. Fists clenched at his sides.

	"Welcome back, Yevgeni." Surprisingly, I almost sounded like I meant it. With a nod to him and his 'roid-infused associates, I turned toward Wanda. 

	Time to find another place to eat. After this unpleasant surprise, I had a feeling she wouldn't mind switching venues to Howard's Tavern. Little chance of running into any of Ivan the Terrible's cronies over there. Not the swankiest of joints, but it had heart.

	"You are not going anywhere," Yevgeni said, and two of his henchmen moved to intercept us.

	Fight or flight? My adrenaline surged, pulse racing, vision narrowing to focus on the closest exit—the same door we'd entered just a few minutes ago. Long minutes. 

	My .38 Smith & Wesson, holstered under my suit jacket, carried all six rounds. No idea if Wanda had packed her derringer tonight. No reason she would have. How would she have known we'd be going up against a small army?

	Each of these well-dressed goons was carrying, I was sure of it. Berettas, more than likely. Machine guns designed to fit nicely in the palm of your hand.

	Wanda caught my eye as we were seized by our arms and forced to turn around, to face the founder of the feast. If I'd nodded, she would have floored her stiletto heel into her thug's toe and head-butted him right in the nose, then made a run for it. But I shook my head just enough for her to know that wouldn't be our play. Not yet. 

	She glanced at the slight bulge under my arm where my snub-nosed revolver resided. No, I wouldn't be shooting a path out of here. There were too many of them. 

	She widened her eyes at me. What other choice was there? 

	Play this out. See if we could possibly live through it.

	Sokolov's men shoved us forward into a death march toward their boss. Good news: he was grinning again. Bad news: it wasn't a very nice sort of grin.

	"Charlie Madison, private investigator. And his lovely secretary, Wanda Wood," Yevgeni said, clapping his hands with thunderous effect. "You must have a drink with me before our meal is served. Come! Sit!"

	He beckoned us to his table. As if on cue, a measure of life returned to Leonardo's. Subdued murmurs circulated among the non-mob-affiliated clientele. The wait staff started breathing again. Yevgeni's goons smiled grimly. The two assigned to Wanda and myself let us go, but stood uncomfortably close to our backsides, making it clear that our escape route was currently blocked.

	"Sit down, please." Sokolov gestured toward a pair of seats occupied by two elegantly underdressed young women. Barely legal, both of them. They took the boss's cue and rose to vacate their chairs, stepping out of the way on precarious heels. "You like vodka, Madison?"

	"Not really." I waited for Wanda to take her seat before I sat down beside her and straightened my tie. Nervous tic? Sure. I wasn't above such things.

	"Tonight, we drink vodka." Yevgeni grinned like an overly tan bodybuilder. No idea where he managed to find his sunshine. Probably in a spray bottle. "You know why?"

	"Because this is a Russian restaurant?"

	Sokolov threw back his head with a burst of hearty laughter. A few of his men joined in, but they were quick to keep it short, just like their boss. He tried to stare me down afterward. A valiant effort. Couldn't fault him for trying.

	"I have truly missed your wit, Madison. It is perhaps your one redeeming quality, yes?" He handed Wanda and me each our very own shot glass, which he proceeded to fill over the brim with vodka imported straight from Mother Russia. The blood-red Cyrillic script on the bottle was as bold as our affable host. "Now we will drink to my health. Everyone!" He thrust his glass into the air, and people within earshot scrambled to do the same. Even a few of the unaffiliated diners raised their wine glasses, seeming to think it was the thing to do. "Madison, I would be honored if you would provide us with a celebratory toast."

	"Of course." I scooted my chair back and stood, playing with the button of my suit jacket. Tried giving Wanda a reassuring look. Not sure if I succeeded. "To Yevgeni," I said, raising my glass. "May you get everything that's coming to you."

	He eyed me closely. His glass remained hovering. As did everyone else's. They seemed to be waiting for his cue, wondering whether it had been a satisfactory toast. Far be it from anyone present to decide for themselves and dive on in. 

	Wanda sat as rigid as granite. The wait staff looked like they'd stopped breathing again. They could do that on a dime, apparently. I held my glass toward Sokolov and watched him. His turn to make the next move. I could be polite that way when the situation called for it.

	He barked something in Russian, and I expected his goons to go for their guns. I'd been prepared for a worst-case scenario from the moment we walked in on this modest gathering, and I'd been buying time ever since. 

	But instead of aerating me with their Berettas, the muscle tossed back their drinks, following their boss's example. As did everybody else in the vicinity. Wanda downed hers in one gulp and winced. I did the same, setting my glass next to hers on the white linen tablecloth. While diffused laughter and conversation reclaimed the restaurant, I reclaimed my seat.

	"We need to get out of here, Charlie," Wanda said under her breath, leaning toward me with teeth clenched in what passed for a pleasant, albeit stiff, smile.

	"Working on it." I glanced up at our imposing sentries. As uncomfortably close as ever, but at least their cold gaze was no longer fixed on us.

	"So." Yevgeni slammed his empty shot glass down on the table and dropped into his seat with a flourish. Always the showman. "What brings you both to such a fine establishment this evening, Madison?"

	"Our anniversary." I draped one arm over the back of Wanda's chair. "Five years. Can you believe it?"

	"Is that so?" His beady eyes widened somewhat. "You and Miss Wood?"

	"Five years to the day. And folks said it wouldn't last," Wanda said with a gorgeous smile, instantly captivating Yevgeni's attention. "Charlie showed me to my desk, and I've been his assistant ever since. Through thick and through thin."

	"Feast and famine," I agreed.

	"When am I getting that raise?" She lifted an eyebrow at me.

	"Working on it." I gave her a wink.

	"I see—a workplace anniversary you are celebrating." Sokolov nodded, pleased for some reason. "But you have not been there ever since, am I right? Not the same workplace. Not for all five of those years."

	Wanda's smile dimmed. It had every right to. As a card-carrying member of Ivan's organization, Sokolov had no business discussing things he shouldn't have been privy to. Not after the Feds had mindwiped Ivan and his entire crew, forcing them to forget about ever wanting the head of a certain local gumshoe by the name of Charles H. Madison. All part of my deal with Agent Adams, ice queen of the Blackshirts. 

	I'd agreed to work with her from time to time, as the situation called for it. In return, she'd made the local bratva and Ivan himself forget about the vengeance he'd wanted to exact because of little Mao. Deals like that didn't come along every day; as leery as I was about working with the Feds, my appreciation for drawing breath on a regular basis won out.

	"How's that?" I pretended other conversations going on around us were competing with my attention. As if they ever could. The truth? I had no idea how much Sokolov knew. 

	Worst case scenario: if his mindwipe was failing, then who was to say Ivan wouldn't get his memories back as well? Would I become the Russians' most wanted all over again?

	"Your building, it burned down, I heard," he said with a self-satisfied smirk. He reached forward with the speed of a rattlesnake's strike to tap Wanda gently on the forearm. "So tell me. Which office did you like better? The first, or this one where you currently work?"

	"I…" A slight crease formed across Wanda's otherwise pristine brow. But she recovered smoothly. "I like where we are now just fine."

	"You look surprised, Madison," Yevgeni said. "You don't think my men would have kept me informed while I was away?"

	One of my shoulders hitched up and then relaxed. Sort of. "Didn't know you found me so interesting."

	"But of course. Why would I not? It was because of you, after all, that I had to leave the comfort of my life at the Coliseum and live in squalor for so long. Years of my life that I will never see again. All thanks to you."

	"Don't rewrite history, Yevgeni. You know I can't take all the credit." 

	He eyed me coolly. "Yes, you had some help, from what I recall. That fat cop and your Blackshirt friends share the blame equally. And where are they now, I ask you?"

	"No idea." They weren't my friends, not the real deal anyhow. Those I could count on one hand: Wanda Wood; Sergeant Archibald Douglass; Katsuo Sanitoro. Three fingers were all I needed.

	"Dead!" A tight grin stretched Yevgeni's unnaturally tanned cheeks. "But you, my favorite detective, I have saved for the very last. Because I am not the only one who would like your decapitated head delivered on a platinum platter. I am thinking someone else will be very happy to see me bring you in."

	"You mean Ivan?" I said. Sokolov may have been top dog at this impromptu social gathering, but he was far from being king of the hill. Like the rest of his ilk, he answered to the revered head of the Russian brotherhood. "What could he possibly want with me?"

	Sokolov looked momentarily confused, but he covered it well enough. "He torched your building after you interfered with his human trafficking exploits. A little girl, I believe. One with a rare gift." He motioned nonchalantly toward his eyes and made a pouty face. Ugliest thing I'd seen all day. "Does that ring a bell for you?"

	Wanda grabbed hold of my kneecap under the table and squeezed. She didn't like the way this conversation was going, and neither did I. Either Sokolov's brainwashing had failed, or, contrary to what Agent Adams had told me, the Feds' had not included him in their massive spin cycle. Maybe because he was in prison at the time. 

	Bad news, that.

	"So you go into hiding, yes?" He pointed at me as he leaned toward us across the table, his shoulders hunched vulture-like. "You hide out in Little Tokyo for a while, hope your yakuza friends can protect you from the bratva. And you, my beauty, you go to work at the mayor's office." He winked at Wanda. "Quite a step up, I must say. I am sure it paid much better than working for this neudachnik." He sneered at me. 

	Always hated it when he lapsed into Russian, but I got the gist.

	"No comment," she muttered, giving me another squeeze. Sign language for Let's get the hell outta here.

	"But then the story gets a bit confusing," Yevgeni said. "From what I can tell, Ivan seems to forget all about the bounty he placed on your head." Pointing at me again. "And that is so very unlike him. So how do you explain this lapse, Madison?"

	"Maybe because I'm just a lowly gumshoe." Another half-shrug from yours truly. "Ivan's got bigger fish on his plate."

	"Oh, undoubtedly. But Ivan's vengeance is legendary. Anyone who talks out of turn in this town, they find themselves with a hole in the head. Their body dumped into the river. Like a certain newspaper man, if memory serves. Ivan values the status quo, and he does not tolerate dissent." He rose slowly and leaned on the table. His tanned, hairy hands splayed across the tablecloth. Diamond rings, gold watch. Real flashy. "He does not forgive or forget, and neither do I, Madison."

	He nodded at the two beefcakes behind us. Just like that, Wanda and I found ourselves clamped by the shoulders and hauled to our feet. With my arms rudely pinned to my sides, I had little hope of drawing my revolver. Too late, anyway. Sokolov already had his Walther compact out in the open, pointing its nose at my sternum with the severest degree of impunity.

	"We are moving this party to the Coliseum," he shouted in his best ring announcer's voice, seizing the attention of everyone present. "Time to go home, my friends!"

	Indifferent to the predicament Wanda and I found ourselves in, the Russian rabble vacated the premises with all their glitz and glamour intact, shoving chairs and bistro tables out of the way. Knocking over just as many instead of walking around them. The staff of Leonardo's didn't seem to mind. They looked relieved to see this bunch take their leave. 

	None of the staff met my gaze as we were escorted outside. Not even the bumbling host. Eyes directed at the floor, they waited for the ordeal to be over. Their leg of it, anyhow.

	"I am sorry to ruin your anniversary plans this evening, Miss Wood," Sokolov said, walking with a pronounced limp. I may have shot him in the kneecap, once upon a time. Add that to my list of charges. "I know I am keeping you from a pleasant evening full of witty banter—one thing Madison is fairly good at, I admit. But you must understand that I have your best interests at heart here. Working for the mayor was a smart move on your part. This guy?" He poked his Walther at me. "He is nothing but a chump. How he ever became a detective of any reputation in this town is beyond me. But no matter. After I hand Madison over to Ivan, you will then come to work for me at the Coliseum. You would like that, yes?"

	Wanda looked like she might be sick. "Not so much."

	"Yevgeni, you're not thinking straight here," I said. "Listen, I get it. You blame me for those three years at the Towers. Lost years. Maybe you've offed everybody else responsible for your incarceration and saved me for last. Maybe not. But one thing I'm sure of: you've got a few screws loose."

	"What?" Sokolov's jaw muscles clenched and unclenched as a flush of rage competed for dominance with his artificial tan.

	"Think about it. Ivan runs this town. He could've picked me up anytime he liked, if he really wanted me that bad. But he hasn't. Which leads me to believe he has his reasons for keeping me alive, and honestly I don't mind. So if you think dragging me into the Coliseum in the middle of the night is going to score you major points with the big boss, think again. Because you're going to end up confusing the hell out of him. And annoying him, more likely than not. You really think that's a good idea?"

	Sokolov stared at me for a moment, his face expressionless as he sized me up. Trying to figure out whether I was on the level or just buying time. I didn't blame him. I could be real persuasive when I needed to be. But it just so happened that this time I was speaking the truth. Took him a few minutes before he made up his mind, his face cracking into another tight grin as he waved his gun muzzle at me.

	"Get a load of this guy. Talking nonsense with a loaded weapon staring him in the eye." He shook his head, motioning with said gun muzzle for his goons to drag us outside the restaurant. Which they did, with all the courtesy of untrained gorillas. "You almost had me believing you knew what you were talking about." The last to hobble out of Leonardo's, Sokolov waved at the petrified host, who nodded once and failed to blink. "Thank you for a lovely evening. We will have to do this again sometime!" 

	The front door closed behind us before the poor kid could find his tongue. I was pretty sure we were missing out on a collective sigh of relief filling the restaurant at that moment. Instead, we stood out front under a black sky and pouring rain, the kind that would eat through your clothes if you weren't careful.

	"This I did not miss." Sokolov wrinkled his nose as the acid rain fizzed and bubbled across the surface of his wool coat, the same as it did on everyone else's thanks to the polysealant we sprayed on our attire—coats, hats, even umbrellas. You did what you had to do to keep them from being devoured by the postwar precipitation. To keep the viscous stuff from moving on to your flesh as its second course. "But I suppose some things never change." 

	He nodded toward the sleek town car purring at the curb. Our wheels to the Coliseum. We had the slick sidewalk all to ourselves, and it glowed with the reflected glare of a nearby hologram advertising a popular brand of Russian vodka. Gotta love advances in technology; somebody had programmed the billboard to target the retinas of any consumer who passed by. Which was why it shifted to an advertisement for umbrellas as I glanced upward. I was sadly lacking in that regard.

	Sokolov's friends had already piled into their cars and were headed to the Coliseum, the biggest casino in town, owned by none other than Ivan the Terrible himself. Yevgeni's former workplace, prior to his lost years. Back then, he'd been in charge of those infamous underground fights attended by the city's furriest fat cats. Death Duels: roid-ragers versus cyborg veterans, tearing each other apart like gladiators of old while the wealthy looked on with their cigars and expensive drinks, gasping or applauding whenever the situation called for it. Making or losing millions of credits on the bets they laid and grinning the whole damn time. 

	All very hush-hush, of course. Officially, death duels were illegal. Unofficially, the chief of police and deputy mayor were in attendance every Tuesday night, as thrilled by the spectacle as the rich slobs next to them. Until the Feds showed up to bust all the fun. Gave the local politicians a slap or two on the wrist. Took Sokolov away in handcuffs. 

	All his doing, of course. Ivan had no idea such acts of barbarism were occurring in the bowels of the great Coliseum. Yeah, right. And I've got a few nice bridges to sell you, real cheap. 

	Sokolov had taken the fall, and that embarrassment was what he currently hoped to rectify.

	"You want them in backseat?" said one of the gargantuans assigned to Wanda and me. 

	"The trunk. I have had enough of Madison's wit for one evening." Tucking his gun into a coat pocket, Sokolov climbed into the backseat without a glance at me or Wanda. The door slid shut automatically behind him.

	"Charlie—" Wanda dragged her heels as her assigned goon headed toward the car's spacious baggage compartment. It drifted open on its own as he approached. With a malicious smile, he hoisted her up off her feet like she weighed next to nothing. "Charlie!" she cried. 

	Not expecting me to save her—she was no damsel in distress. But I was her commanding officer of sorts, and she demanded to know her marching orders. So, since contrary to all reason I'd yet to be relieved of my weapon…

	I dropped all eighty-odd kilos of myself like dead weight, imagining my limp body sinking straight through the rain-sloshed pavement to whatever nasty netherworld lay beneath. Sewers, most likely. My assigned goon grunted, losing his grip on my shoulders for just a moment. Long enough for me to stab a hand into my coat, grab the .38 holstered under my arm, and pull the trigger. 

	The shot blasted straight through my suit jacket, out through the back of my coat and into the muscle with his hands on me. He yowled and staggered back, and I rolled forward across the pavement, firing another shot with my weapon out in the open now. The round took out his kneecap with a crack and a burst of blood. He crumpled to the sidewalk and groaned as a muddy crimson blossomed across his waist and down his pant leg. Telltale signs of lead poisoning.

	"Get back!" Wanda shouted at her goon. Derringer in hand, she had yet to fire the thing. He'd managed to deposit her halfway into the trunk, but she climbed out now, exposing a bit of thigh in the process. "I said move!"

	He backed up a step, smirking at her little gun. "You know how to play with that toy, Miss?"

	"I sure do." She aimed at his crotch. "Just point and shoot, right?"

	He stopped with the smirking.

	"What the hell?" Yevgeni's door slid open, as did the driver's.

	"Stay put. All of you." My turn to wave a gun around, switching targets from Sokolov to the stone-faced driver to the bleeding goon on the ground. Making sure none of them got the bright idea to go for their own hardware. "Miss Wood and I are leaving now. And you're going to continue on your merry way like none of this ever happened. Got it?"

	Wanda and I gravitated toward each other until we were bumping shoulders. Boy was I glad she'd thought to bring her piece along. We kept our guns out at arm's length, fingers on the triggers. Daring the Russians to make their next move.

	Yevgeni grinned from inside his car's dry interior, sheltered from the downpour. 

	"Fine, Madison. You win tonight." He didn't go for his gun. The driver remained where he stood beside the open door, watching us with an indecipherable gaze. 

	Wanda's goon helped mine to his feet. Slowly, carefully, their eyes tracked our every movement as we tracked theirs. 

	"You go on home now," Sokolov said. "Get some sleep. You will need it." His teeth flashed as he growled, "For tomorrow I come for you both!"

	He barked something in Russian, and his men climbed into the car with him. The driver got behind the wheel and revved the engine as the doors slid shut. With a splash of acid-flavored rainwater, the town car joined the late night traffic on Broadway, blending their red tail lights in with the glowing melee.

	Wanda let out the breath she'd been holding and fell forward, clasping her knees. "You really know how to show a girl a good time, Charlie."

	"You definitely made it more interesting." I nodded toward her double-barreled derringer. "Always pack heat at dinner?"

	She shrugged. "Been meaning to take it home for a good cleaning."

	"Glad tonight was the night." 

	I holstered my revolver and glanced inside Leonardo's. The Russians' mess had been cleared away, most of it anyway, and the regular clientele were enjoying their entrees sans Sokolov. No one gave any indication they'd seen what had just gone down outside. No police sirens headed our way, not even after those two gunshots I'd fired. 

	Welcome to Sector 51.7634. Mind your own business, and it could be your home sweet home, too. 

	"Shall we try again?" I offered.

	Wanda followed my gaze toward the greenhorn host at his post inside the bistro, trying to look extra-busy as he avoided any chance of our eyes crossing paths.

	"Kinda lost my appetite, Charlie." Wanda returned her gun to her handbag and took my soggy arm. "But I sure could use a drink."

	I gave her a wink. "Howard's it is."
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	Only we never reached the tavern for that drink. 

	As I stepped off the curb to hail a cab, I was nearly run over by a gleaming black sedan that looked an awful lot like Sokolov's. It swept in front of us, skidding to a halt through puddles that fizzed and bubbled around the tires. Before Wanda or I could whip out our trusty hardware, three muscular Japanese men in black tailored suits jumped out of the car and splashed our way. The tattoos running up the sides of their necks spelled yakuza: dragons drawn in flames. 

	Trouble. Because I wasn't currently on the best of terms with the local Fire Dragon clan.

	"Gentlemen." I nodded, surreptitiously activating the transponder in my wristwatch—a gift from long ago, from another member of the Little Tokyo yakuza. A man by the name of Katsuo Sanitoro, leader of the Emerald Tiger clan. They weren't on the best of terms with the Fire Dragons either. Bad blood and hurt feelings all around, last I heard. "How may I be of service?" 

	Always a good rule of thumb in my business to expect prospective clientele, assuming these dour-looking guys were in need of a hardworking private eye. But you know what they say about assuming things.
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