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~ 1 ~

It's amazing what people
will do when you get them by the ear.

We were in a side office
next to the main floor of the Grand Multiplex. The screams of
over-excited children and the jingles of virtual reality simulators
nearly drowned out the whimpers of the man whose cheek I was
grinding into the desk. I had one hand wrapped around his throat
and pinched his ear between two fingers with the other.

"I said she wants to ride
the Frontier Blazer," I gave a little tug on his ear, drawing a
yelp, "Now you're going to fire it up and let her in."

"But, but, but, I can't,"
whimpered the man. He was more of a kid really, his face still
blanketed with pimples, "I told you, it's not fully tested yet!
They'd fire me!"

"Think of it as a final test
ride," I twitched his ear again, drawing an even higher pitched
yelp.

"Gunny, it's ok," a small
voice piped up, more subdued than normal.

I looked back and saw
Rachael standing at my elbow, hands clasped in front of her,
struggling to smile.

"I thought I told you to
stay outside while I talked to him," I growled.

"I don't want to get the
poor man in trouble. He was very nice when he told me the ride was
closed."

"You've been looking forward
to riding it all day," I argued, turning back to the dribbling boy,
"He'll let you ride in just a second."

My twelve year old adopted
daughter stomped her foot and burst into tears.

"I don't want to ride it
anymore!" she screamed and then ran from the room.

"Look what you've done," I
snarled at the guy. After a final tweak to his ear, and another
satisfying yelp, I took off after Rachael.

The Grand Multiplex was,
according to their literature, the premier entertainment palace in
Winterfall. It was constructed on the upper fifty stories of a
business skytower in the Bucharest District. The center of the
building was hollow and ringed with floors filled with virtu-real
games. Loud music blared from hidden speakers and reverberated in
an acoustical vacuum. Every square inch that wasn't filled by the
machines contained it's own individual hyperactive child. The
occasional adult surfed by in an agonized trance.

Somehow Rachael managed to
slip through the maelstrom with ease. I just plowed along as best I
could, trying to avoid as many collisions as possible, following
the bright yellow of her armless blouse. The sea of children
frothed about me, completely oblivious to the leviathan that was
stumbling past them. I was doing pretty good, right up until some
little devil grabbed my ankle and I went down. Small bodies flew
everywhere as I tried not to crush them.

By the time I was
disentangled and upright I'd lost my girl and my temper again. I
used my mobile to pull up the tracker I had insisted she wear in a
wrist band and activated it. I followed the little electronic
instructions, a cloud of anger clearing a path ahead of me, until I
arrived at a candy machine set against the wall. The bracelet was
in the dispensing bin.

My first thought was:
Brat.

My second thought was: Shit,
she's been kidnapped.

I tried to quell the rising
storm in my stomach. Even the most hardened kidnappers would be
crazy to come in here. She'd probably just resented the bracelet
and taken it off to mislead me if I used it. She was twelve after
all. And I'd taught her very carefully what to do if we got
separated. I should have remembered that sooner and cursed my
thoughtlessness as I headed for the entrance.

I was nearly there when I
saw a pair of uniforms coming through the front door. The Frontier
Blazer guy had probably summoned them for being roughed up. I
ducked into a line of people waiting to ride the Asteroid Miner and
tried to look bored and on the brink of insanity. In other words,
like every other adult in the place. Apparently it worked, because
the cops walked past me and headed towards the back.

I waited a bit, then went
out the front, and found Rachael in the sun, leaning against the
rail and peering down between the sky towers. She'd stopped crying,
though she had used the tail of her shirt to dry her eyes. It was
untucked and had splotches of dampness. I limped over to her.
Battling through the crowd inside had aggravated my bad hip.

"Don't get to see this much
of the sun too often, do you?"

"It's nice," she said, still
staring down, "I wish it was open so I could taste the fresh
air."

I leaned on the rail next to
her and stared down through the plate presglas.

"We're too high up," I said,
"We wouldn't be able to breath."

"I know that," she snapped,
"I learned it in school."

"Well, that's good," I felt
my temper flaring back up. I wasn't good at this whole father
figure thing, "I wish they'd teach you to not to run away. I hope
you don't give my mom this much trouble?"

"No," Rachael sulked, "She
doesn't go around hurting everybody."

I started to say something
back, but stopped myself. I'd moved back here at my mother's
request. She was getting older and she said she just wasn't able to
keep up with a twelve year old all the time. Plus Rachael was
already past the point in life where she needed a father. The lack
of any type of immediate parents was starting to deeply affect
her.

I'd killed Rachael's real
father collecting a bounty for Boris Rasputin, the head of the
Russian mob. The man had pulled a gun on me and I'd had no choice.
It didn't seem right to leave the poor girl, she was five at the
time, alone, so I had adopted her. I guess I felt responsible.

Problem is, bounty hunting
doesn't exactly provide the stable lifestyle a kid needs growing
up. So my mother, saint that she is, had taken over most of the
parental duties. I had visited periodically, bringing presents and
stories and Rachael had adored me. If she remembered how we had met
she had never mentioned it.

Even after I took a bullet
in my hip and shifted into the private investigator line of work, I
had stayed fairly well away from them. I had made enemies over the
years, the nasty kind who would think nothing of using an elderly
woman and a twelve year old as leverage over me. If I could help it
that wasn't going to happen, so I stayed away most of the time and
looked forward to semi-annual visits.

Until now.

We both leaned against the
rail in an envelope of hostile silence. There were fans installed
on the glass bubble below the rail and the simulated breeze tossed
Rachael's hair back and forth across her shoulders. Some how she
had managed to get hold of some dye kits and her once luminously
black strands were now a clash of bright colors. It looked like an
ink factory had vomited on her head, though for once I'd managed a
little wisdom and not told her that.

It isn't that I'm opposed to
dyed hair. But her "do" drew the eye like an air-car wreck and the
attention made me feel uncomfortable.

I wanted to find the right
thing to say. After a few weeks of constant exposure to my company,
I had lost the princely status she had held me in. It hurt to lose
the one implication that I wasn't a rotten person but the pamphlet
I'd been reading said as a father I needed to take the lead. It was
my responsibility to give us a good relationship. Of course the
damn thing didn't say how. It just said to talk to her. Since when
has talking ever solved anything?

Besides, she had no idea
what the world really could be like. I realized that I was a raw
edge from my constant exposure to the underworld and the ugly side
of humanity. But she should recognize that I was the one with
experience, I was the one who had survived through all that, and it
was necessary to be that way or she wouldn’t have had me to take
her in after...

After you killed her father,
a nasty little voice reminded me.

Suddenly I felt very
tired.

"Come on, kid," I said.
Rachael looked at me, face full of dark expectation.

"Let's get some Deep Freezes
and I'll take you home."

She opened her mouth to say
something, but I jumped in.

"I promise I'll be nice to
the Deep Freeze guy."

She gave me a tight smile,
ducked her head, and let me take her hand and lead her towards the
lifts. We always went to the Deep Freeze guy on the four hundredth
floor junction. He had a little freezer cart that floated after him
as he wandered around the junction selling his treats to the
passengers from the skyrails. We always went to him because he was
clean and honest.

I know.

I'd checked.

We'd been there enough that
he knew us and our order. A half smile decorated his face when he
saw us coming through the crowd. He liked Rachael. Me, well, I paid
for the treats.

"Hey there sweetheart," he
smiled at Rachael as he dug in the freezer cart, "Look's like a
planetary explosion caught your hair! What happened?"

And like that they were
happily chattering away. I eavesdropped and gained little to no
insight. Except that I was insanely jealous this guy could talk to
my daughter and I couldn't. Finally, he found the Suns and Planets
Icecake that was her favorite and passed me a bar of whatever
wasn't selling. I tapped my mobile against his pay-pad and took
Rachael's hand. She waved goodbye, I scanned the crowd. I had a
funny feeling, like my instincts were warning me. Something wasn't
right. Then I realized it was the taste of the fruit flavored
icecake he'd given me.

Figures.

We rode the skyrail from
Bucharest Tower to Kremsburgh Tower. It was nice to sit and give my
hip a break. Mostly we were silent. Rachael liked to watch the
images the rail line projected on the 'windows'. Ice capped
mountains and green airy meadows make better scenery than the
inside of rail tunnels and the occasional break as we bridged the
gaps between towers.

But after seeing the real
thing on countless worlds the fake windows lost their appeal.

My mobile jingled. Incoming
call. I answered.

A voice from the past
gabbled at me for a bit, promising a lot of money and wanting to
know when I could talk.

"Not now. This is just a
mobile and every pimply faced kid on the block is listening in," I
said.

"Then when?"

"Is it urgent?"

"Very."

"Call me tonight."

The other end hung up
without a farewell.

"Who was that?" Rachael
asked.

"An old buddy of mine. I
used to work with him and it looks like I we might do another job
together."

"You're going away
again?"

I couldn't figure out the
sudden distress in her voice. She didn't want to hang out with me
but she didn't want me to leave. Ugh. My little girl was growing
into a woman way to fast.

"Maybe for a few days but
then I'll be back. It's not a big deal," I said.

She huffed, turned her back,
and ignored me for the rest of the ride.

I couldn't figure out
anything to talk about anyway. I was beginning to realize she
didn't like my aggressive tendencies, but what was I supposed to
do? Apologize for having a rough ride through time and refusing to
come out on the bottom? Come on now.

I just wished I could show
her that all I wanted was for her to have what she wanted. I'd
fought my ass off to get the reputation I had, to build a business
that could support myself and my mother and her, and I didn't want
her to have to go through the same thing. Adopted or not, she was
my daughter. I wanted her to have everything she wanted and if I
didn't have the money to make it happen, I surely had the
skill.

After all, my whole business
was making things happen, one way or another. I got paid to do
that, oftentimes by very rich and powerful people. She should
realize that I knew what I was doing. But how to make her see
that.

It was infuriating. Which in
itself was infuriating. When I'm on the job, which had been most
every hour of the last twenty odd years, I never lose my cool. For
a while people had referred to me as The Iceman. Then people
stopped referring to me, hoping I would just leave them alone. I
knew that my cool temper was one of the things that kept me alive
through all the tight spots I'd found myself in. I was proud of it.
But, for some reason, Rachael was able to kick the ice into a
blazing fire like a master magic trick.

The silence lasted all the
way to my mother's flat. Rachael gave my mom a hug and then tore
off to her room. Another planet's worth of weight pressed down on
my shoulders.

"Not a good trip?" My
mother's glance was cautiously amused.

"Do you have anything to
drink?" I partially answered the question, "I've got this weird
fruity taste in my mouth from the icecake."

She led me into the kitchen
and had me sit at the little breakfast table while she fiddled with
some things on the counter. The kitchen walls were hung with
pictures of Rachael and occasionally me. Projected dark wood beams
ran as trim along the ceiling and floor. Directly above the table
were I sat was some kind of stained glass skylight. The wall lights
were engineered to project warmth more than light and the whole
room was dim. Instead of feeling cramped and tiny, it just felt
cozy. If I didn't know better, I would have never guessed I was in
the middle of a colossal tower, buried hundreds of meters away from
the sun.

But then, my mom had studied
to be a designer after I'd taken off on my own, just to keep busy.
Now she did occasional professional jobs and made a little money on
the side.

She brought over a short
glass, with something murky floating the ice cubes and a few sprigs
of green leaf. I stared at it and raised my eyebrow.

"It's a little creation of
my own," she sat down with one of her own, "The mint and lemon
combine to cleanse the palate. And the tonic and alcohol make the
first two bearable."

I tasted it. She was right.
The lingering aftertaste of the frozen treat faded some. The drink
didn't taste half bad either.

"What do you call it?"

"That's not important," she
waved her hand, "Tell me what happened."

I gave her a diluted version
of the events in the Multiplex. My mother wouldn't find tugging on
that guy's ear very amusing. When I was done we sat for a few
seconds in silence, thinking our thoughts.

"She just isn't taking to
me," I finally said, "It was better before, when I only came by
occasionally."

"No, it wasn't," there was a
little heat behind the calm in my mother's voice, "You just weren't
here to see it. It would have been better if you'd come sooner.
Before she started to believe the things people say to her."

My heart surged wildly but I
kept my cool, "What things?"

"They asked her why her
wonderful hero of a father never did things with her, why he was
never around, why she never got to be with him."

My vision started to blur
and I had to struggle not to explode, hanging onto the fact that my
mother knew why.

"I had to go to her school
one day last year because her teacher told her she needed to stop
lying about having a father, and how unhealthy it was to entertain
a fantasy like that at her age."

I definitely hadn't heard
about that

"How dare," the words choked
in my throat, "What teacher?"

"Calm yourself," my mother
said sharply, "The teacher doesn't work there anymore. You don't
need to hunt her down."

My anger dropped back to a
more manageable level. Like I said before, add Rachael to the mix
and I started to lose it. I took a mental note that the teacher in
question was female, had worked at Rachael's school, and had been
sacked last school season. She wouldn't be hard to find.

"You're right," I spoke
slowly, "That's not the problem. The problem is I don't see how to
make her understand that I am acting in her best interest."

My mother shook her head,
"My darling son, how can you be so good at solving puzzles, cutting
through all the nonsense and going straight to the truth, and not
figure this out?"

I bit back my frustration.
I'm a lot of things but I don't yell at my mother.

"I get the irony of the
situation," I said, "If you see where I am going wrong then just
tell me."

"You wouldn't believe me and
I don't want to push you in the wrong direction," my mother shook
her head again, "Besides, I know my son, and you will find the
answer."

"And if it's too late? If
I've already completely alienated her?"

"It's only too late if
you're dead," my mother stood up and took the empty glasses back to
the kitchen counter, "I need to start fixing dinner. Why don't you
come by tomorrow and we'll have breakfast together. If I know
Rachael she's still to upset for anything helpful to come out of
staying for dinner."

I didn't answer. The
dismissal stung a little, but it wasn't my mother's fault. I stood,
gave her a hug and a kiss on the cheek, and headed for the door.
Just before I hit the button to open it up she called out to
me.

"Gunny," she hurried out of
the kitchen, "You might be having trouble figuring it out because
you're asking the wrong question. We'll see you around seven thirty
tomorrow morning!"

My mother. She couldn't
resist trying to help, even after she said she wouldn't. Even when
her attempt to help consisted of some ridiculous philosophical
puzzle. As if I didn't have enough already. I just forced a smile
and headed home, mind a whirl.


~ 2 ~

It only took five minutes to
get to my flat, but it felt like five hours before I staggered
through my door, down the interior steps, and collapsed on my
couch. I laid my head back and closed my eyes.

Blessed quiet assaulted me
and the pounding headache eased slightly.

I started to drift between
sleeping and waking.

The net-phone jingled.

I groaned and fumbled for
it. It was an old fashioned hand module. Modern flats are wired
with speakers and microphones throughout all the rooms, to prevent
fumbling for handsets. I'd had a 'friend' disconnect them all the
day I moved in, to prevent eavesdropping. Finally, I dug the
handset out of the cushions on the couch. How had it gotten down
there?

"Yeah?" I tried to moderate
my growl.

"Gunny," the man had an
Asian accent and was instantly recognizable, "I have a job for
you."

Torinaga Fukoshima was a
short little wire whip of a man, hooked into an industrial power
outlet. Once upon a time, we had been partners in the bounty
hunting business. But then my knee was shot out and I couldn't
handle the pace anymore so I got out. He stayed in. We kept in
touch.

"Tori," I said, "I have a
job. I follow faithless life-partners. And occasionally I go to the
special hell known as the Multiplex."

"The Multiplex," Tori
chuckled, "I have a real job. Lot of money. But it will take two
men, and the second-best man I know is you."

"Lot of money, eh?" I tried
some mental accounting, but the headache made it impossible. Best
to assume I needed it, "Usually means lot of danger, Tori. I can't
be doing that anymore. I have family to think of.
Responsibilities."

"Like the Multiplex," Tori
chuckled, "It's not dangerous. No firefights. It is off-planet
though."

Off-planet. That was good.
It put distance between whatever we would be doing and Rachael and
Mom. And I trusted Tori, he wouldn't bamboozle me.

"How much money?" I
asked.

"I'll drop by," Tori
laughed.

"I'm living in Kremsburgh,
these days," I told him, "How long?" I didn't have to give him an
address. Tori knew how to find people. He was almost as good at it
as I was.

"It'll be an hour, maybe
more. See you Gunny."

The connection died.

I went to the kitchen and
rooted around until I found some painkillers, then knocked them
back with a healthy sip of water. Healthy. I made a face. It was a
concession to age. Just like the creaking from my good knee. I
pulled out the vodka and mixed a drink, partly to be contrary and
partly to help the pills work. My stomach rumbled queasily from all
the greasy food from the Multiplex. If I never went there again, it
would be too soon.

I had an hour or more and a
few clues, so I moseyed over to my net terminal. No firefights
meant it wasn't a bounty, but a bounty hunter had been hired. Lots
of money meant that it was big, either physically or
metaphorically, and the players would be equally big. Corporations
or very wealthy private folks. Off-planet didn't help much.
Whatever it was, it wasn't on Winterfall, which narrowed the field
by a fraction.

My head was starting to feel
better. I plugged in some search factors and started reading the
inter-system news. It took a lot of reading and sifting, and
another vodka, but by the time Tori knocked on the door, I had a
pretty good idea what he was about to tell me.

"I see you haven't slowed
down," I opened the door and let him in. "Welcome to my humble
abode."

The flat had originally been
a maintenance center for this floor of the skyscraper, and I hadn't
spent much renovating it. The floor was bare concrete, the walls
were painted white, and it was only three rooms. The door opened
into the living room, with a tiny kitchenette off to the side.
Behind the kitchen was a closet with the shower and toilet crammed
into it. The third room was the bedroom, which was what sold me on
the place. Some fluke in the engineering plans had placed the flat
on the edge of the 'scraper, so my bedroom had a glorious window
view, that occasionally would let real sunlight in.

My living room had a couch,
a few chairs, and a coffee table. All second hand and a little
shabby, but serviceable. In the corner, there was a desk that held
my net terminal and some private files.

There was one other
peculiarity from the flat's days as a service center. The living
room floor was set several feet below the ground level. The door
opened onto a small landing, and a short flight of stairs led down.
I'd installed a heavy steel railing. It made for a nice defensive
measure, if anyone tried to rush through the door.

"You almost look
domesticated," Tori glanced around. "Following faithless
life-partners pays well."

"I do ok," I shrugged and
walked down into the living room. "Can I get you a drink?"

"Of course," Tori walked to
the coffee table and popped open the small metal briefcase he'd
been carrying. He was dressed in well tailored business suit, the
briefcase was a subdued matte black, and if I didn't know better I
would have taken him for a hardworking corporate administrator.

I mixed the vodka with leme
juice, a hybrid lemon-lime, and dropped three ice cubes in, then
brought it over to the table. It was covered with flimsy printouts
and a sleek looking tablet-computer was laid to the side.

"Let me guess," I handed
Tori his drink and sat down, using my spare hand to shield the
printouts from my eyes, "This job you have involves us acting as
huntmasters for some rich boy, eager to down his first asteroid
worm."

Tori looked at me curiously,
"That is the going craze for
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