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Deus Ex Machina

Tommy Crane mumbled to himself as he leaned far back on his dark leather chair that contrasted heavily with the long tan trench coat hanging over the headrest.  He twisted the glass in his hand, rotating it while watching the yellowish light from the bulb overhead sparkle off the rim.


Word on the street was Tommy Crane was so fast with his GLOCK 22 that the only shots that came anywhere near him were made of bourbon.  Some days though, considering the amount he drank, he wondered if even those shots might kill him.  In Raddox city, where mothers worked on street corners and more kids knew how to fire a pistol than read, alcohol abuse wasn't exactly uncommon.  Still, even with his love of the sauce, Tommy Crane was the man anyone came to when they needed a detective.  He was the best, and everyone knew it.  Crane's only indulgence, besides perhaps the glass of bourbon he held in his hand, was a knack for getting himself into trouble.  Crane figured it didn't really matter much; trouble seemed to find him whether he went looking for it or not.  He had developed an almost sixth sense for trouble, a prickling feeling on the back of his neck that went far beyond coincidence.  And right at the moment when his third glass of bourbon was sliding down his throat in a glorious burning sensation, Tommy Crane felt a prickle on the back of his neck.  Sure enough, the door to his office swung open, and in walked trouble.


She had dark brown hair, but no surprise there.  Crane found that for some reason brunettes were always the type of dames who came into his office with a box of tissues and a pocketbook.  If a blond walked in, it was usually with a gun hidden in her dress and an intent to put a bullet between his eyes, most likely on the order of some Calvini, the resident head crime boss of Raddox.  This girl, though, was no assassin; she walked towards Crane's desk in a manner that suggested she was all legs, but there was something different about her than most of the residents of Raddox city.  Oh, you could tell from the way she composed herself that she was tough, sure – living in Raddox city, you just had to be.  Still, there was something unique.  Crane searched her whole body for the difference about her, though he couldn't put his finger on it.  His gaze wandered up around her face and he finally found what he was looking for; there was something about the woman's eyes that seemed soft in a way that Tommy Crane could barely discern.  She seemed too pure for a place like Raddox city, even too pure for reality itself; her brown eyes stood out to Crane like the glimpse of a forgotten dream.


Walking up to the desk, the woman put her slim, delicate hand out into the air.  Tommy looked at the outstretched hand for a second before extending his own.  As he shook her hand, he noticed how smooth it was; Tommy knew his rough hand must feel like pins pressed against her dainty hand.


“Tanya Riviera,” said the woman, introducing herself.


“Tommy Crane,” he replied tersely.


“I know,” she replied, looking down the gold nameplate on his desk.  “Everyone knows.”


Crane sighed.  He wasn’t pleased about his popularity, which was mostly a result of the enormous blood price on his head.  A while back in a case he had ended up in a gunfight with two random thugs.  What Crane didn’t know at the time was that the two random thugs were actually officers in the Calvini mob.  When Calvini found out Crane was the one who had killed two of his best men, the mob boss put out a price on his head.  That was a year ago, and so far Crane had foiled twelve attempts on his life.  Since then, Calvini had raised the price to an outlandish amount, making Tommy Crane the highest priced mark in Raddox City.  Crane had learned to develop a sixth sense for ambush and never went anywhere unarmed.  Still, he knew more hired guns hungry for cash would come, and that eventually he would be the one six feet below the ground.


“What brings you here?”


Tanya closed her eyes and took in a heavy breath.  “It’s my daughter, Maggie.  Two days ago, we were walking home together.  Right around Wicker street, two men came out of an alley and attacked us.  I don’t remember much after that; all I remember is the one man grabbing Maggie and when I tried to stop him I think the other man hit me with something on the back of my head.  When I woke up, both the men and my daughter were gone.”


“Do you know who the men were?” asked Crane.


“No, I’ve never seen them before.  I don’t know why or where they could have taken her, and I have no one else to turn to.”


“That’s not much to go on,” Crane noted.  “I certainly can’t guarantee anything.”


“I know that, there are never any guarantees in this life,” said Tanya, “I just want my daughter back. I have no one else to turn to, and I hear you’re the best.”


Crane put a finger to his lips and sat silent for a moment.


“I have to be honest with you, Mr. Crane,” Tanya said.  “I don’t have much money.”


Crane’s sighed once again.  He had been afraid of this since the woman had first walked in.  He didn’t know if he could do another pro bono case, conscience or not.  Living wasn’t cheap, and neither was liquor.  Plus, he had enough to deal with already without risking his neck for free.

Crane saw the edges of Tanya’s eyes begin to glisten.  Sure enough, out came the tissues from her pocket.  She pulled apart two tissues stuck together and dabbed one on her eyes lightly to avoid smearing her makeup.  

“There’s other ways I could pay you,” Tanya said, her leg slipping out further from the slit in her long dress.  Her body seemed to shake in the same way her voice quivered, contrasting her promiscuity.  Crane was forty-two years old and Tanya was at least a good ten years younger than him, but that didn’t make her any less of a woman.  For a moment, he was honestly tempted.

It had been years since Crane’s wife died– not of old age, no one in Raddox city died of old age– and he’d had a fair share of women throw themselves at him before.  Although he had dark, sharp features and a cowled look to him that reminded some people of a hawk clawing on a field mouse, many women found Crane appealing.  Yet he had never once accepted any advances; it just felt wrong to him in the same way that Raddox city did.  

 “Please, I’ll do anything.”

“Ms. Riviera, you don’t have to do that.  I’m taking the job anyway.”

Her eyes went wide and she dabbed her eyes again with the tissue.  “Oh thank you!  I don’t know how I’ll repay you, Mr. Crane, but I’ll try.”

Crane sighed for the third time since Tanya Rivera had entered his office.  He had always been a sucker for brunettes.

A perpetual veil of dull gray smoke hung in the air at Clive’s Place, one of the finer establishments – although that still wasn’t saying much – located downtown on Fifth and Spencer.  The bright ends of cigarettes shone in the dark, smoke wafting out from between lips that encircled the long off-white cylinders like lovers.  The dim lighting in Clive’s place seemed to match the personas of those people who came to the bar.

Crane moved with sure steps to the back corner, where a man sat alone in the darkest area of the bar.  The informant, a man known by the name of Bager, took steady sips of his drink and glanced around the bar as if he was merely there to observe the people around him.  When he saw Crane approaching, he set his drink down on the table.

“Crane,” the man whispered in a throaty voice.  “What brings you here?”

“Same thing that always does, Bager,” replied Crane.  “I need information.”

“Then you know I’m your man,” Bager replied with the grin of a car salesman.  “Information about what exactly?”

“Not what, whom.  I’m looking for a girl.”

“Finally getting back in the game, eh Crane?” Bager said with a lewd wink.

“It’s not like that,” said Crane, his eyes narrowing.  “It’s a client’s daughter, gone missing just two days ago.”

“Well what happened to her?”

“Kidnapped, in broad daylight.”

“Well that’s nothing unusual, so you’re going to need to give me more information.  How old?”

Crane sifted through the information in his head that Tanya had given him.  “Eight years old.”

“A girl that young isn’t gonna get put to work on a street corner,” Bager said, mercifully with no bawdy wink this time.  “So that means you should probably check out the harbor.”

“The harbor?  Why would anyone kidnap a girl just to put her there?”

“Check it out yourself.  Every night Calvini runs a smuggling operation down there, and they love putting new additions to work.  Slave labor’s free, which means bigger profits, which means more money in Calvini’s pocket.  I used to work a little time down there in the old days; most of the time they operate on pier eight.  There’s a good possibility you might just find your girl there.”

“Thanks, Bager,” said Crane, taking an envelope thick with cash out of his pocket and sliding it across the table.

Eagerly grabbing the envelope, Bager sifted through the bills, counting the money.  “I heard old Calvini raised the price on your head again.  Think anyone’ll bite?”

“It’s Raddox city,” said Crane, standing up and putting his hat back on.  “There’s always someone ready to kill.”

Bager, satisfied with the amount, pocketed the envelope of money.  “Well, I’d watch your back if I were you.  If he raises the bounty one more time, I don’t think even I could resist taking the job.”

Bager was probably the closest thing Crane had to a friend in Raddox city.  Still, Crane watched him out of the corner of his eye as he walked out of the bar.  He didn’t doubt the sincerity of Bager’s final claim one bit.

The first time Tommy Crane held a gun with the intent to kill someone was at eight years old.  It was also the only time when he didn’t kill the person he intended to kill. 

Crane’s father was an alcoholic and after long work days down at the harbor would come home so drunk he could barely walk.  It was during these times that Crane would hear his mother screaming and sobbing from the bedroom.  The next day she would try to hide the bruises from her son, but he knew.  No trip or fall could explain the amount of damage done to his mother’s delicate face.  

One night, Crane heard his mother’s screams abruptly cease.  Crane rocked back and forth on his bed until he heard a deafening bang come from another room in the house.  He abruptly sat up straight in the bed, and after a moment walked to the door.  He went down the hall to his parents’ bedroom, where the door hung open an inch.  Crane pushed it open gently and looked in.  His mother lay sprawled on the bed; she was not moving.  Crane walked over and lay next to her in the bed for about an hour, holding her close. 

Eventually, Crane stood up and opened the drawer next to the bed.  He knew his father kept two guns in the drawer; one was missing.  Crane took the remaining gun out of the drawer and went looking for his father.  He found his father in the first place he looked, his father’s office.  The gun in Crane’s hand dropped to the floor when he saw that his vengeance had been stolen from him; his father’s figure was covered in blood and slumped over his desk, the missing gun draped in his outstretched right hand.

Crane went down to pier eight an hour before sunrise.  The pier was a maze of containers and machinery.  Crane found a position by a huge metal container where he had a broad view of the dock and waited.  While he waited, he practiced drawing his gun out of the holster inside his coat.  Unlike traditional pistols that you had to cock before firing, with the GLOCK 22 there was no need to pull back any hammer.  

After about an hour of waiting, Crane could hear voices, far away but obviously approaching closer.  He looked out and saw a group of three men walking in a triangle formation.  In the middle of them was a group of about ten very young girl and two boys who looked only a bit older, all walking quickly but still tentatively.  They looked at each other and at each of the men who held them captive.

When they had reached the edge of the pier, the men all took their hands out of their pockets, revealing pistols which they pointed at the group.  

The man in front, probably the highest ranked mobster of the group, waved his pistol toward a boat sitting tied to the dock.  “Hurry it up, I want that thing loaded up by midnight.  Calvini isn’t patient, and neither am I.  Anyone who falls behind gets left behind, if you get my drift.”

The children immediately went to work at loading the plain boxes onto the boat.  The two boys grunted under the weight of boxes they lifted by themselves, while the girls joined together in threes to carry their load.  Meanwhile, one of the men kept his gun trained upon the children as they went to work, while the other two stood guard.

Crane waited, unsure of what to do.  Even at his best, he didn’t think he could manage to win a straight gunfight with three men who were obviously on edge.  Still, he knew one of those girls could be Maggie.

After a few minutes, one of the men standing guard started shifting back and forth on his feet.  Finally, he looked over to the other man, the leader, and said, “Hey Clyde, you mind if I go smoke a quick cig?”

The other man sighed.  “You’ll never get any higher than you are, Patsy, you’re a lazy bum. Go ahead, but make it quick.”

The other man grinned and walked right over next the box where Crane was standing.  The man took a lighter and a pack of cigarettes from his pocket, pulled one out and lit it.

Crane held his gun by the barrel like a club and waited a few moments before he made a slight hissing sound.  The man took the cigarette out of his mouth and walked around to examine the noise.  When the man came around to the side of the metal container, Crane brought the base of the gun down on the thug’s head.  The man collapsed, dropping to the ground like a sack of grain.  Crane pulled the man by the arms into the area between the two containers.

Crane looked down at the man’s body.  He had been wearing a broad brimmed hat which had fallen off when Crane knocked him out.  He also had a trench coat that looked remarkably like Crane’s own, which gave Crane an idea.  There were still two men who would notice their friend’s absence soon, unless Crane acted.  He picked up Patsy’s hat and put it on.

“Well, that was quick,” the leader of the men said when a figure came walking back towards them.  The figure had a cigarette in his mouth and had his face tilted downward so his hat hid his face.

“Now get back to work, “ the leader ordered.

“I sure will,” said the voice under the hat.  Crane dropped the cigarette, lifted his arm and shot the leader in the face from ten feet away.

The other man, though startled, was fast, and fired before Crane could get a shot off.  However, the shot flew past a foot to the side of Crane.  Crane had fired a second later, but his aim was better, and the bullet hit the man in the chest.  The man fell backwards to the ground and didn’t move.

Crane looked around at the children, who were all unnaturally still.  He saw his dark figure reflected in a dozen pairs of wide eyes.  The fear in their gazes told Crane that to them he looked like just another thug in the same category as the ones he had killed.

 Putting away his gun, Crane looked through the group of girls until he spotted her.  There was no mistaking the resemblance; the girl had the same dark hair spilling around her shoulders, the same delicate features, and especially those same strangely soft eyes.  In fact, her eyes seemed even softer than her mother’s.

“Maggie?” Crane inquired.

The girl flinched upon hearing her name.

“Are you alright?” he asked, but she didn’t reply.  He didn’t blame her, after what she just saw and the way he looked.

 “Maggie, I’m Tommy.  Tanya…your mother asked me to find you and take you back to her.”  Crane looked around at the other children.  “The rest of you, get yourselves home too.”

Crane took Maggie by the hand and led her out of the harbor.  After about forty feet, Crane stopped. 

“Wait here,” Crane told her.

Crane walked back to where he had fought the thugs to find the man he knocked out still laying on ground.  The unconscious man probably knew Maggie’s face by now and could recognize her on sight.  When he woke up, Crane had no doubt that it wouldn’t be more than a few hours before a group of Calvini’s men would come looking for her.  And when they found her, she wouldn’t be working on the docks this time.  They would interrogate her, and when they found out everything, they would come looking for him.  All of that, though, was in the future, and therefore could be prevented.

Crane held his gun like a club again and swung it down onto the head of the unconscious man over and over until he was sure the man would never wake up again.

Back at Crane’s office, Tanya was waiting for them to return.  As soon as Crane opened the door, Maggie jumped into her mother’s arms.  They embraced each other for a moment, Tanya smiling broadly at Crane from over her daughter’s shoulder.

“Thank you, thank you so much,” Tanya said.  “I don’t know how I’ll ever repay you.”

Crane just offered her a slight smile, pulled out a glass and bottle, and poured himself a bourbon.

Later that night, Crane and Tanya stood outside her building.  Crane had escorted her and Maggie home.  Streetlights in the area flickered on and off, reminding Crane of the lighting in Clive’s Place.  Tanya lived in the Yori slums, one of the better parts of the slums but still within the most rundown part of the city.

“I heard it was beautiful once,” said Tanya, looking up at the dirty sides of the ruined buildings.

Crane didn’t take his gaze off Tanya.  “It was, a long time ago.”

Tanya looked sideways at him with raised eyebrows.  “You’re old enough to remember the times before the slums?”


Tommy let out a rare laugh that Tanya swore sounded like music.

“Only vague recollections,” he said.  “I was very young.  Looking at this city everyday, it becomes hard to remember that it was different once.”

“Describe it to me,” Tanya requested.

“I told you, I was very young.”

Tanya sighed.  “I would’ve liked to see it.  I imagine that there’s some place out there that’s still the way this city used to be.  Maybe someday I’ll get to see that place.”

“You know, there were still problems back then, too,” Crane pointed out.  “It wasn’t perfect.”  He wasn’t sure why he told her that.

“Was it better than this?” she asked.

Crane hesitated before answering, “I think so.  Or at least I hope it was. Maybe I just made myself believe it was.”  Realizing that probably wasn’t what she wanted to hear, he continued, “Yes, it must have been better once.”

“How is it that you survived in a city like this that is the way it is?” she asked.


“I do what I have to, like most people,” he said.  “What else is there?”


She fell silent for a moment.  Crane thought he might have upset her somehow.


“Why do you stay here?” he asked.


“It’s not for lack of trying to leave, I’ll tell you that.  I just don’t have the money to be able to pick up and go.  I wish I could, I’d do almost anything to get me and my daughter out of this city, out of this life.”


Crane looked across the street where a group of kids were throwing knives at a trashcan in the alley.  The tallest child, one who had the same cowled look as Crane, hit the trashcan dead on while the other children cheered.  Crane turned his head away from the alley and tightened his grip on his gun.


“I’ve seen a lot of things.  Nobody enjoys their whole life, no matter where they are, what they’re doing, or how good they are it.  Nobody.”


Tanya continued looking around at the buildings of the slums.  “You know, this is the first time I’ve been out after sunset in two months.  I can’t even walk outside by myself without wondering which of the shadows along the street is going to attack me.  I’m just so afraid all the time.”

Crane looked at the ground and smiled.  “Aren’t we all?”

“That’s fine for us, but what about my daughter?  She doesn’t deserve to live in a place like this.”

“Well, we both agree on that.”

“In fact, now that I think about it, I don’t believe you deserve to be here either,” said Tanya.

“On that, we’ll have to disagree.”  Crane tipped his new hat to her and left, a dark figure walking along the street among the flickering light.


Tanya walked into Crane’s office again a day later.  It had only been three days since she’d come into his life, but already he felt like she was more of a friend to him than a stranger.


He smiled upon seeing her.  “I figured you’d be spending more time with your daughter.”


“She’s home safe, at least as safe as anyone can be in this city.  I just wanted to ask you something.  Did you really mean what you said last night?”


“Which part?” asked Crane.


“The part about how my daughter doesn’t deserve to be in this place.”


“Yeah, I meant it.”


“She might not, but I deserve to be in this city,” Tanya said, her gaze downward as she wringed her hands together.  Crane noticed she was looking nervously at his gun on his desk.  He wondered if the sight of the weapon made her uncomfortable.


“No you don’t.  No one does,” Crane said softly.  “What did you really come here for?”


“I just came to thank you,” she said in an oddly flat voice.


If her tone phased him, he didn’t show it.  “I thought you already did, but you’re welcome.  As long as you’re here, care for a drink?”


Hesitating a moment, Tanya replied, “Yes, thank you.”  Her hands were now down by her sides.


Crane leaned down, opened the bottom right drawer, and pulled out two glasses and a bottle. When he looked back up, he was staring into the barrel of his own gun.  Tanya held the weapon awkwardly in her dainty hand as if it didn’t belong there.


Crane let the bottle and glasses fall to the floor and looked up at Tanya Riviera’s brown eyes, which no longer seemed so soft as when she had first walked into his office.  Had they ever been soft?  It was difficult for him to remember now.  He hoped they had been once.  

Crane remembered her saying she would do almost anything for her daughter.  Apparently Tanya had lied; there was nothing that she wouldn’t do for Maggie.  He wondered if Tanya’s daughter would keep her soft eyes that her mother once had, growing up in whatever town Tanya took her to.  

“I’m a fool,” Tanya told him as she struggled to hold the weapon aloft in front of her.

“Aren’t we all?”


Tanya closed her eyes and pulled the trigger, firing a bullet into the right side of Crane’s chest.  Crane was pushed backward by the force of the shot and then came back forward in his chair, falling overtop his desk.

In the morning, Tanya Riviera would collect the blood money from Calvini and be able to leave Raddox city with her daughter.  Slumped over his office desk with his two empty hands outstretched, Tommy Crane smiled and closed his eyes for the last time.

