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It's amazing what can happen in a day.
Although it was a Monday.

This particular afternoon found me hanging one
handed on the wrong side of a lower skywalk watching my pistol
demonstrate the quick way to the ground and wishing I hadn't picked
the large sandwich for lunch. It would have been easier to hold on
with two hands but my other hand was occupied.

It was being clutched by a terrified woman, who
had the luxury of hanging on with both hands.

A smoking hot, terrified woman, as a matter of
fact. She was the sole redeeming feature to a desperate scene.

Hey, just because I'm facing imminent death
doesn't mean I can't appreciate a good view.

I'd been hired by a blonde broad, regular
hatchet of a woman, to keep an eye on her erring husband, Jonathon
Folger. At least, she thought that was the most likely explanation.
From what she said, every Monday he claimed he had to work late. A
few weeks earlier she'd called him at work and his secretary had
said that he'd left at lunch and hadn't come back. He'd told them
that he had a date with his wife.

I'd kept my comments about business men,
secretaries, and working late to myself and picked up his tail when
he left the following Monday. He'd taken a steady route, using the
moving sidewalks and riding a central lift to the level above the
street. Then he'd made his way out along this skywalk.

Halfway across the skywalk he'd passed the woman
clinging to my hand and gave her a direct look. She'd nodded, kept
walking, and then right in front of me a punk grabbed her purse and
shoved her against the retaining wall. He must have pushed harder
than he meant to, she fell over, grabbed at the edge, slipped and
then I grabbed her wrist and was pulled over with her.

The wind whistled about my ankles and my hand
started to get slippery with sweat. The aircars hurtled past
underneath us, either uncaring or unaware of our peril. The woman
screamed and I was considering adding my own contribution when
several hands grabbed mine and my sleeve. It being Monday a lot of
citizens wanted to do their civic duty, at least, anything to get
out of work, and it didn't take the crowd long to hoist us up.

I collapsed, my back against the retaining wall
and took a couple deep breathes. The woman was made of sterner
stuff. Safe now, she smiled at me, got up, and started to push her
way through the surrounding crowd, as fast as she could wobble on
her four inch black heels. They did nice things to her calves,
though she would have been tall enough without them.

Folger was nowhere in sight. I levered myself to
my feet with a groan and limped off after her. Some day I'd save up
enough to get a new knee. Until then I'd just gimp along as best I
could.

Fortunately, my limp was faster than her wobble,
and it didn't take me long to catch up.

“Wait, lady, wait!” I grabbed her arm and she
turned.

“I'm sorry,” she said hurriedly, "Thank you for
saving me.”

“I must smell bad, the way you took off. If
you'd been wearing pumps, I'd of never caught you.”

She smiled a little, “I just love my shoes. But
I'm afraid I'm late for a very important appointment and I really
must go.”

“Appointment with a Mr. Folger, perhaps?”

“Who?” she looked genuinely confused, “Please
excuse me, I must go.”

“All right then,” I let go of her arm, “I like
your shoes too. They do well on you.”

She smiled and took off.

I turned away and back around again and began to
trail her. She had definitely recognized Folger's face if not his
name, and since I'd lost him until next week, she was the only lead
I had. And it wasn't like following her was an unpleasant task
anyway. She had a certain allure you couldn't quite put your finger
on. Or maybe it was in the sway that the heels lent her hips. She
was wearing a white skirt suit that was just a shade to short and
it discreetly drew the eyes to her full figure. She'd recovered her
hat from where it had fallen, and perched it jauntily back on her
head, black to match the heels and her raven dark hair.

Still, while occasionally my job lends itself to
some bonuses, she was a lead and I couldn't stand to get to
distracted. It would be unprofessional.

I followed her into the Noon Blaze Club, a dingy
joint, despite it's name. Trouble was, she went in the back and I
couldn't follow her there, not without an employee card or more
cash than I had on hand. I spent three hours sitting at the bar,
trying to drink slowly without standing out. Which is a lot harder
than it sounds.

The glory of the private detective. Most jobs
wind up like this. Someone hires you 'cause they can't be bothered
to hang around long enough to get hard evidence. Woman's instincts
are usually pretty accurate and I'd put down money that, after the
stunt on the skywalk, Folger had doubled back and met the mystery
woman in the back of the club. She was dressed like a discreet
escort and it was that kind of place.

I watched everything, and it felt like eternity.
I saw the barman hand a beat cop a hundred out of the till before
the uniform escorted a pair of drunks out into the street. I saw a
lot of money change hands at some gaming tables. What I didn't see,
at least not from the bar, was the sexy woman leave the club.

I've spent enough time following people that
I've developed an instinct about it. Something pings in my gut, and
if I pay attention to it, I usually pick them up again. Even when
they've completely disappeared. Frustrates the hell out of my cop
buddies.

My gut had prodded me, after my third double, to
pay my tab and watch the back door. And when she walked out without
a hair out of place, her skirt suit perfectly adjusted, and her
heels well seated on her feet, I allowed myself a mental curse and
hid behind a dumpster. I'd been hoping for Folger.

I followed her to a cafe set up on a balcony
along the skywalk. The host seated her and the minute she went to
the bathroom I got myself seated at a table nearby, but with my
back to her table. I glanced around occasionally, just waiting for
the moment she caught my eye.

It didn't take long and when it happened I went
over and introduced myself.

“Gunner. This is much nicer than our last
encounter.”

She laughed, a crystalline ring in the air, and
shook my hand, “Anastasia. Don't you love this place? The air isn't
the cleanest but there is always a breeze.”

“Anastasia,” I repeated, “What is such a lovely
lady doing eating dinner all alone?”

“Just waiting for the right man to join me,” her
smile hit me like a ton of bricks.

“I can take a hint,” I laughed, moved to the
seat across from her, and ordered us a pair of drinks. A truck flew
past, bringing a fresh wave of smells, some of them borderline
pleasant.

“You know, I have this strange feeling that
you're a dashing hero I've met before.”

“Dashing? Yes. Hero, not I,” I laughed, “Though
it would seem that fate has destined us to bump into each
other.”

“I must apologize for the way I ran off before.
I must have seemed like an ungrateful bitch but I was late for a
business meeting and my boss is a stickler about such things.”

“I hope he didn't give you a hard time then.
What line of work are you in?”

“Entertainment,” she flashed her dazzling smile
again, “I interview up and coming actresses. What about you?”

“I'm self employed,” I smiled back, “Which
sounds nice but mostly means I do a little of this and a little of
that to scrape by every month.”

“That sounds very exciting,” she had a way of
speaking, I'm not sure if it was an accent or what, but it was
distracting. Sort of like her tongue was doing a tango with every
syllable. Her words came out slightly breathless, a little dizzy,
and a shade excited. If it was natural it was incredible and if it
was an act it was a damn good one. Drop dead sexy either way.

“What little bit of this are you doing today? Or
is it a little of that?”

“Rescuing damsels in distress,” I grinned.

“I'm not the only one,” she pouted and put a
hand to her chest, “That's a shame, I was beginning to get
hopeful.”

Our food arrived, a sandwich for me and a salad
for her, interrupting the flow of conversation. Which was a good
thing for me. I still wanted to get some information out of her.
Though the earlier pump about Folger hadn't done any good, my gut
told me that she knew something about him. I wasn't making any
headway though. She was adept at turning the conversation into a
series of flirtations, and I'd be lying if I said I didn't enjoy
it.

“Am I allowed to know which actress you
interviewed today?” I asked after the mandatory compliments to the
meal.

“Well,” she leaned back and smiled slowly, “I'm
not really supposed to say but I could tell you, I suppose.”

She leaned forward, her elbows tucked to her
side and I struggled not to glance down. Which is my excuse for
being utterly clueless to the knockout blow I took to the back of
my head.

#

There's a lot of fancy modern devices for
delivering knockout drugs or sonic attacks and most all of them are
readily available in Winterfall's black market. However, none of
those leave the victim with quite the same disorientation and
throbbing headache that the old fashioned blackjack does. And while
swinging a leather bag filled with lead shot at the back of some
guy's head isn't all that subtle, some parts of the Russian mob
still don't feel the need for subtlety.

It didn't take me long, even with my aching
head, to realize that was who had grabbed me and tied me to a
chair. I'd been in a mafioso interrogation room before, just not on
the bad side. Well, the worse side. There really wasn't a good
side.

It was painfully bright around me and then dark,
a dramatic effect caused by the high powered spot light hanging a
few feet above my head. I could hear someone, maybe several
someones, standing out there in the darkness. They were quiet, but
their few small movements resulted in the rustle of fabric, a noise
like thunder in an otherwise silent room.

They would have already been through my papers,
they would know exactly who I was, and if I hadn't lost my gun off
the skywalk earlier they would have taken that as well. Some
comfort there, the mob had a tendency to execute people with their
own guns. Barbarians.

It all seemed pretty logical now, Anastasia had
flirted with me to keep me off guard until some backup arrived.
Then they'd delivered a quick one two, of boob and blackjack, and
caught one giant sap. Me. I should have known. The mob dominated
the escort business, and I'd already placed her for one. Only part
that didn't fit was what a regular escort was doing with a hotline
to heavies. They'd shown up fast. Either they tailed her, which I'd
never heard of, or the flop flat was very close to that cafe.

Trying to unravel that string made my head ache
more and space-visions began dance in front of my eyes, so I gave
up and tried a different angle. Although it would probably hurt
worse.

“Hello! Hello!” I winced a little as the sound
of my voice cut through my head, “Where am I? Who are you people?
Hello?”

“The little man is not very smart,” a man with a
thick Russian accent boomed in the dark.

“No,” I agreed, “I'm not. But I can be. Smart
enough to know that I was walking home, tripped and hit my head,
and dreamed about rescuing a girl on the skywalk.”

“That is no good.”

“Sure it is,” I said, “Plenty good!”

“No.”

“Come on man! All I wanted was to get dinner
with her. The lady don't want to, I can take a normal no the first
time. This seems a little extreme!”

“But you got dinner with her,” another Russian,
but this was a girl, “Time has come to pay the cheque.”

 

“Speaking of her, I hope she's ok. I never meant
any harm.”

“I am fine,” the Russian girl said, “And we know
who you are, bounty hunter. Do not lie to us.”

“Enough talk,” the man said, “All these words
are like bees. They produce nothing of worth.”

I heard the footsteps and then a huge bear of a
man, straight out of a Thugs R Us catalog, stepped into the light.
In either meaty, ham sized hand he carried a
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