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Dedication

People say when life hands you lemons, to make
lemonade. Good advice until you run out of sugar and clean water
and all you can get are more lemons. At that point, where the
rubber meets the road, every person must choose to carry on, no
matter how daunting that pile of lemons seems. This story is for my
little brother, who's been handed a lot more lemons than me and has
never let that stop him.


~ 1 ~

“I need a man.”

The woman was perched on a
bar chair behind a tempered glass desk. Her dwarfish face was the
color of the polluted sunset and her eyes were gray and beady,
watching me carefully. She clutched a water pipe in one plump hand
and smoothly took a pull after she spoke, holding the smoke in her
lungs as she regarded me. A display on the desk read ‘Mindy Lou,
Short Investigations’.

“I need a man who can make a
woman think three times, and take a slug of plas with a laugh. Who
can dance with the stars and not get his fingers singed.”

“That’s easy,” I said. “You
need Torinaga, the Space Ranger cadre, and the Metro Stompers
rolled into one.”

She didn’t blink, even as
she blew out a cloud of smoke that filled the air between us. A few
tendrils caressed my face. I frowned. The flavored hash was too
sweet for my taste.

“You might do,” she said
finally. “You have a rep for pulling tough jobs. Clean up a little
and you might just do.”

I rubbed my stubble. “The
beard is a perk of the independent contractor.”

“Eating is a perk of the
working man,” she said. “I’ll pay you five to see the job
through.”

The list of bills in my
register back home weighed on my mind. Al and Jamie had been on a
runaway case for the past week. Slow moving and the client was
beginning to wonder why she was paying them. Five big ones would go
a long way to keeping me in house, home, and almond butter.

“What’s the gig?” I
asked.

“A wank named Sidney Creul
has some heavy notes with Gras Moines,” Mindy said. “And hooked up
with a shill while in Moines’ exclusive parlor. Sid’s mama wants
the girl gone. You root around in her history and convince her to
scram.”

“What’s the girl’s
story?”

“Felicia Grange grew up ok.
Till her dad jumped out of his aircar. Her mother’s looks went
first, then her reporting gig. She’s got a brother in the Uni, but
I’m guessing that the family can barely afford it. Don’t know how
she wound up in Moines’ parlor. She’s staying in the Aces at
Giltedge.”

I considered. The girl’s
story was pretty typical. Might be pressure could be applied on the
brother. On the other hand, Gras Moines didn’t like people involved
in his business. Rumor has it he had stonewalled Boris Rasputin
once or twice. The fact that the rumor persisted made me think
there might be some truth to it. If I got into it with him, there
might be trouble.

“Nothing doing with the
notes,” I said. “They just want the girl gone?”

“They got an expert on the
notes,” Mindy said. “The Creuls’ are class folks. They diversify
their investments.”

I nodded and thought about
it. She blew more smoke and it tickled my nose.

“Eight,” I said at last.
“Moines is trouble.”

“Trouble is why you get
paid,” she said. “And I still need to make my share. Six.”

“Have fun, Mindy,” I
stood.

“Now wait a minute,” she
squeaked. “I’m not cut out for this line. I’ll pay you six, plus
expenses.”

I sat back down. “Who’s the
note expert?”

She took a pull on the pipe,
just to make me wait. The answer came forth in a cloud of smoke.
“The fellow goes by Barnes. He keeps shop over in the Highpoint.
Class act. The flush folks seem to like him.”

“He any good?”

Mindy shrugged and puffed
her pipe.

“Any chance I can talk to
Mama Creul?”

Mindy smiled, like a
diminutive shark. She pressed a button on her earpiece and murmured
quietly into it. Another puff of smoke filled the air. The door
opened behind me and I half turned to watch the entrance. A woman
strode in, Mindy’s flamboyant receptionist on her arm. The poor boy
looked utterly cowed.

The woman wore a flowing
ensemble of silk and sparkle that somehow conveyed an impression of
obscene wealth and cultured taste. Though no longer in the flower
of her youth, careful maintenance and gene therapy had kept Madame
Creul with a checklist kind of beauty that would turn heads and
excite conversation at cocktail parties. Her hair was platinum
blonde, almost more silver than gold, and didn’t dare fall out of
place.

“Madame Creul, I think this
is the man to help us.” Mindy put her pipe down on the desk.

Cool green eyes swept over
me and I felt a chill run along my spine. “This thug? I was
thinking he would be more of a gentleman.”

“Say,” I said. “You act like
that cause your name is Cruel? Or is that why it’s your name?”

“I can afford the best,” she
said icily. She was looking at Mindy, not me. “So that’s what I pay
for.”

“And somehow you wound up
here,” I said. Her eyes shifted to me and tried to make me feel
like an ignorant, lowbrow savage. The receptionist’s face was pale.
He knew he was out of place.

“Now wait a moment,” Mindy
said.

“I don’t think so,” I cut
her off. “This party here called me a thug. I don’t like it.”

I stood up. Madame Creul
watched me like a snake watching a bird. I looked between her and
Mindy. Mindy sighed heavily, filling the air with smoke. I went to
collect my coat.

They must have made some
signal behind my back.

“Wait, Gunny,” Mindy said.
“Seven and a half, plus expenses.”

I drew on my coat and fixed
it in place before turning around. Mindy was watching me anxiously.
Madame Creul had a slight smile on her face. I wiped that clear
soon enough.

“How much incentive are you
willing to give this dame to clear off?”

“Not a cent,” she snapped.
“Why should I? She’s gouged enough out of my son already.”

“It’s the done thing,” I
said. “You give her fifty grand and tell her to clear off. Usually
these gold hounds take the hint and go looking for a softer
touch.”

Madame Creul shook her head.
“No. Your job is to persuade her to depart, without any money. She
has gotten enough.”

I shrugged. I didn’t want to
dance in her party, but that stack of bills was dragging me onto
the floor. “I’ll do the job. But I do things my way. You want the
girl gone, I’ll get her gone.”

“Excellent.” Madame Creul
smiled. “Tony, walk me to the door, will you?”

She dragged him out of the
room, still attached to her arm. I looked at Mindy. “She buy him
off you?”

Mindy shook her head and
blew smoke. “He’s a useless kid, but what can I do. He’s my
nephew.”

“I’ll take a gander at
Barnes’ work. Maybe he’s turned up more than notes.”

Mindy nodded and puffed her
pipe.

I cut five hundred out of
her before I left. For expenses.


~ 2 ~

Lunch was a quick affair. I
talked to Al on the mobile, but the runaway was still a dead end.
Sometimes cases are like that. You’re just stuck until something
shifts and blows the case open, or blows all your understanding of
the case to hell.

I told Al that I was working
a new angle. Then I looked Barnes up and gave him a ring.

“Yeah?”

“This Barnes?”

“Yeah.”

His voice was deep and
reassuring. Lot of silk in his tone, not much grit. It would please
class folks who didn’t know better.

“Name is Long. I’m just
starting on the Creul case. Ok if I swing by and compare
notes?”

“Yeah.”

“All right. See you in a
bit.”

He hung up. Not a man of
many words. I’d bet my expense money he polished that act up around
Madame Creul. Otherwise she might think him thuggish.

I took the rail to Hightower
and found Barnes in the directory. His office was in the mid-range.
Not high class, but not down in a muck with the literally lower
class. His rent would be high, but if he was good and he attracted
the right clients, he would be doing ok.

I could have done it. But
prancing about at the whim of over-entitled folks burns me the
wrong way. I can only do it every once in a while.

The office was easy to find.
A garish plaque was mounted on the door. Neon couldn’t have been
more obvious. It read: “Alexander P. Barnes, Forensics Expert”. I
tried the door and it was unlocked, so I went in.

The sitting room was richly
furnished. Plush furniture lined the walls and there was even a
quietly used zero-g chair. Large screens covered all the walls and
played a variety of scenes. To my left a big cat stalked some
hapless pig through the lush jungle undergrowth.

There was another door set
in the far wall. A plaque identical to the one outside was set in
the wall next to it. A second plaque below it read ‘Private’. There
was a kind of tense quietness to the place that was unsettling. I
noted the security camera set in the right hand corner, where it
could watch both doors and most of the room. I flashed the camera a
smile and a wave and knocked on the back door.

Nothing.

I knocked harder, the
thumping sound of my fist echoing in the stillness of the room. The
door had a control panel mounted on the wall to the right. The
light ring glowed red, indicating it was locked, but I thumbed it
just for kicks. The door stayed shut, no surprise there, but the
control panel wobbled under my thumb.

A few seconds finger work
and the front piece came off. It was easy enough to see someone had
done the same thing previously. I twiddled with the wires until I
got a spark. The smell of burning ozone filled the air and the door
slid soundlessly open.

The minute I stepped through
I knew things were bad. The smell of ozone was stronger in this
room and it was tainted with a faint odor of burnt almond oil.
Someone had fired a plasma round through a silencer. And
recently.

The target was easy to spot.
Five thin fingers clutched at the edge of the desk that dominated
the room. It was an old fashioned number, made of actual wood with
hand carved engravings, and solid from the desktop to the floor. It
must have cost Barnes a month’s rent, but it was the kind of touch
wealthy clients would appreciate.

I went around the desk,
careful not to touch anything. Barnes was slumped between his chair
and the desk. He wasn’t a big man, skinnier than a Russian’s
morals. He was wearing a tailored business suit; the plasma round
had made a charred mess of his chest and ruined it. Not that he
cared anymore. The smell of burnt flesh and smoldering fabric was
beginning to overwhelm the ozone stink.

I slipped on a pair of
gloves and patted his pockets. There was nothing interesting there.
I gave the desktop a quick look over, but it was clean. Nothing
related to the Creul case. I tried the desk drawers, hoping to find
a file or a terminal, something I could pull information from. They
were all locked.

I went out quietly. Busting
open the drawers would make marks. I put a dab of cleaner on the
door knob and wiped it down with the hem of my coat. Nobody
noticed, all being busy with their own business. Wonderful thing
about the intrusion of technology, short of walking around naked,
most people casually ignored each other in public anymore.

I grabbed the rail heading
to the Giltedge Tower and watched for tails. I wasn’t followed.

That I knew of.


~ 3 ~

I stopped at a barbershop
and let the droid work over my face. The killing didn’t have to be
connected to the Creul case, but I hate coincidences. It was safer
to assume that someone didn’t want anything being dug up on this
job. Barnes had been looking into the notes that Sidney had with
Moines. Something about that got him popped, and by a pro. It
didn’t feel like something Moines would do but facts outweigh
feelings, almost every time.

The droid charged too much
and left my face feeling like chopped beef, but I didn’t look half
as rough as I did before. I paid out of Mindy’s expense money. The
next stop was a second hand store. I shelled out more of the cash
getting some clothes that were in style with the sportier rich
guys. They fit pretty close, but there was still enough room in the
pocket for my sap.

Short half my expense dough,
I hopped the lift to the upper floors and made tracks for The
Aces.

It was a posh hotel. The
developer had ripped out a whole side of the tower to create an
enormous, open air balcony. The hotel was a three story structure
perched out on the edge of the balcony. The floor of the balcony
was filled with high altitude gardens. A putting green was built up
on the south end. Vents in the floor spewed heated, oxygen rich air
to combat the cool, thin atmosphere that swept through the
balcony.

I walked through the
gardens, past the air-limo port, and into the lobby. The ceiling
soared overhead, screens showing a crystal blue sky. I sank
knee-deep in the carpet. The center of the lobby was dominated by a
fountain that poured sheets of water over a pair of statues. The
marble women were done in a neo-Grecian style, and if the sculptor
had waited five more minutes the pose would have been obscene.

The desk was manned by two
girls and a man. No droids to wait on the wealthy, they could
afford the real deal. In the far corner of the lobby sat the floor
manager, partially obscured by a desk and large leafed houseplant.
He looked bored and was watching the fountain like he was waiting
for the statues to move.

I waded through the carpet
to the girl on the left and gave her my best smile. “I’m calling on
Ms. Grange. Is she in?”

“May I have your name, sir?”
The girl gave me a plastic smile as I told her my name. “I’ll see
if she’s receiving right now.”

I nodded my thanks and
drummed my fingers on the counter as the girl worked her terminal
and spoke softly into her headpiece. It didn’t take long for her to
frown and look cautiously at me.

“Ms. Grange isn’t receiving
right now, sir. Perhaps some other time.”

The man standing at her side
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