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My name is Gunner Long. I'm a private detective.
You might recognize my name from the hunting business but I
experienced a forced retirement a few turns back. Got in a shootout
with some toughs before I could say hey. They
ended up buying some real estate, but left me with a bullet in my
hip. I could only afford to get the lead out, reconstructive
surgery is expensive, and now my leg is stiff. Hard to make money
in the hunting business like that, so I went over to detective.
Only real difference is fewer bullets and more small furry animals.
Lots more. Like the one I was holding in my hands right
now.

“Here you go, Mrs. Dox.”

“Oh, you found her!” Mrs. Dox kissed the
creature, “You are such a bad girl, Pumpkin! Oh yes you are!”

The bad girl sunk its sharp claws into my hand.
I tried to smile. Somewhere I heard its good for business.

“How much do I owe you, Mr. Long?”

“That will be 100 credits, Mrs. Dox,” I tried to
smile again.

She counted out the money and then took her
little bundle of joy. I waved goodbye as they went through the door
but saved the good riddance for after they were out of earshot. I
had never really had a problem with pets before I started detective
work. I never had one, but other people seemed to enjoy them. I
figured they couldn't be all that bad. I was wrong. Not only were
they annoyingly hard to find and catch, but the smaller they were
the harder it got.

I can't complain too much, though. Any job that
pays and increases my monthly contribution to my bills, is a good
job. Of course, now that I had found the fluffy thing, I didn't
have anything to work on. So I sat down to play chess.

It is a pastime I picked up a while back. Good
for long voyages where you get tired of the scenery. I mean,
staring into empty space loses its appeal after awhile. Of course,
I didn't have anyone to play with and I refuse to play against the
computer, so I played against myself. It worked out ok, except that
somehow I always end up losing.

As I was setting up the pieces my comlink
jingled. With any luck it would be a job. The end of the month was
looming nearer and nearer and my credit account was not growing
nearly fast enough for my taste. Not that I am hoping someone was
having a problem. At least, not a problem that I can't fix.

“Good afternoon, how can I help you?” I had
thought about naming my business Long Investigations, but on second
thought figured it was a bad idea.

“I need to speak to Mr. Long.” The voice was
male.

“This is Mr. Long, sir. How can I help you?”

“I need to hire you. No details over the phone.”
The voice was curt but not nervous.

“Sir, you are more than welcome to drop by the
office...”

“I would rather not.”

“Then, sir, I don't think I can help....”

“Two hundred credits to meet.”

“The Dusty Shaft, 30 minutes.”

“I will see you then, Mr. Long.”

He hung up and I went to get my coat. It's the
winter season on Winterfall. Not too cold but nippy enough to
warrant a light coat. As I shrugged it on I considered the gun-belt
that hung on the peg behind the coat. The call was odd enough to
make me suspicious. The pistol couldn't hurt. I buckled it on. Then
I stepped out the door, locking it as I went. If traffic wasn't bad
I could make it to the Dusty Shaft in 30 minutes easily, but no
sense in running the risk of being late.

I turned around and almost bumped into the young
woman that had appeared behind me. My reflexes saved me but I my
leg twinged from the extra weight. I stumbled to the side, mumbling
sorry, as I waved down a taxi.

“Mr. Long?”

“Yes?” I half-turned, still flagging for a
taxi.

“I need your help.”

I turned to look at her again, “Could you drop
by later, in maybe an hour or two?” I said, watching the taxi pull
over out of the corner of my eye.

“I suppose but...” she looked like she was about
to cry.

“All right, fine. Get in the taxi and tell me on
the way....” I trailed off as somebody else jumped into my taxi.
The driver kicked the gas and the car was gone down the street
before you could say jumping jack hooligans. This was not a good
start to getting anywhere on time.

I flagged down another taxi and hopped in as
soon as it pulled over. The girl jumped in after me and I told the
driver to get us to the Dusty Shaft. Then I took a good hard look
at the girl. Not ogling or anything, just trying to get a hold of
exactly who had ambushed me. It's a professional detective sort of
thing.

She was probably the most average looking girl
I'd ever seen. Average height, average build, average quality
clothes, brown hair cut shoulder length, brown eyes. Oh, I guess
she was pretty enough, but in an average sort of way. Her overcoat
was a subdued brown and almost ankle length. She'd be hard to pick
out of a crowd.

That set my alarm bells off. Most people with
those characteristics are picked up by the government, or somebody,
to be special agents. Simply because they have a tremendous
advantage when it comes to blending in. I would have to be
cautious.

“Mr. Long.”

“That is my name,” I paused a moment, “But I'm
afraid I don't know yours.”

“Oh, right. My name is Jennifer.”

Right. A slight hesitation that told me that she
was lying. There was definitely something fishy going on, but
somehow I didn't see her as a secret agent. She wasn't smooth and
confident enough. Of course, maybe she was doing that on purpose to
throw me off. I kept trying to think of any reason a secret agent
would be after me. There were none that came up immediately. Maybe
I am just paranoid.

“All right, Jennifer. Nice to meet you. What can
I help you with today?” All my old buddies would be laughing at my
'pretty speech'. But they can laugh all they want. It helps
business tremendously.

“Well, you see, I'm having this problem, and I,
uh, I think there are, uh, people after me.”

“Well, Jennifer, if there are people after you
then you would do better to go to the police. That is more their
sort of thing.”

“Well, I don't really, I can't, the police
wouldn't, that is, I would rather not,” I looked at her
quizzically, “Go to the police.”

“Oh-kay,” It is hard enough to tell a client to
look elsewhere the first time. I wasn't about to do it again. “So
what you want is me to be your bodyguard, is that it?”

“Yes.”

“Do you know who is chasing you? Or why?”

She started to look nervous again.

“Ok, look. I don't really need to know other
than to figure out how determined and dangerous they're going to
be.”

“Oh,” she seemed to think for a minute, her brow
furrowed with thought.

“They killed my last bodyguard, Timmy
Two-Fingers.”

“I'm sorry to hear that.” Actually, I was sorry
to hear that. I hadn't been real close to Timmy but I knew him. He
was good. Very good. At least as good as I was. Back when I was
hunting we had an understanding. I didn't hunt Timmy's clients and
Timmy didn't guard my quarry. It was kind of a professional
courtesy since neither one of us wanted to tangle with the other.
My rates magically doubled.

“Well, Jennifer, I don't know if I can do this.
I have another job lined up already and I can't really guard you
while I am on an investigation.”

“Oh. Timmy said to come to you,” she looked at
me, “I won't be in the way. I promise.”

“I can't take you on the investigation with
me!”

“But it would be safer,” she brightened, “They
wouldn't know where to look if we were out following random leads.
I could even assume a false identity and become your partner for a
bit. Maybe that would throw them off.”

“How long a job are we talking about?” I asked
suspiciously, “You do have an eventual plan for getting away from
these people, right?”

“I'm working on it.”

I didn't say anything, merely raised an
eyebrow.

“I am!” she protested, “I just haven't gotten
very far. Look, you've got to help me, Mr. Long. I don't know where
else to go. And Timmy said....”

“Timmy is dead,” I said it a little harsher than
I'd meant to, “Look, let me figure out what this other job is and
then I'll see if I'll be able to help you.”

“I'll pay you double whatever they're
offering.”

I tried to keep my ears from perking and my eyes
from lighting up. That was a generous offer. Of course, it threw
another fly in the ointment. Where would she get the money for all
this. However, the taxi forestalled that question.

“The Dusty Shaft, sir.”

I handed him his money and got out. Jennifer
followed me inside but moved to a different part of the bar than
me.

“Howdy, Slim,” I greeted the bar tender, “I'll
take the usual.”

“Someone's looking for you,” he poured the
drink.

“That's good news, cause I'm looking for
someone.”

“At that middle table, there. Tall glass.”

I looked. His clean shaven face and business
suit made him stick out like a sore thumb from the mining regulars.
He was a tall man, with a ring of dark hair around a bald patch on
the top of his head. In one hand he held the tall glass and his
eyes roamed around the room. Not the way a nervous man would do,
but someone who is painfully aware of their surroundings. The
minute I stepped in his direction he focused on me and as I
approached he stood up.

“Gunner Long,” I held out my hand.

“Tracy Byrd.”

We shook hands and sat down. His grip was firm
but not overpowering. A man used to dealing hard and fast and who
was good at it. Definitely not someone to be taken lightly.
Something warned me that this was not going to be a pleasant
job.

“How can I help you today, Mr. Byrd?”

“This is a matter of some delicacy, Mr. Long. I
will be relying very much on your discretion should you work for
me.”

“I think you will find, Mr. Byrd, that I can be
a very discrete guy, when the occasion demands,” I put my hands
together and looked him in the eye.

“Good,” he pushed a box over the table to me,
“First off, your two hundred.”

I resisted the urge to open the box and count
it, “All right.”

“Now, I understand that you used to be something
of a hunter, Mr. Long.”

“Used to being the operative word,” I sipped my
drink, “I strictly do detective work anymore.”

“Well, suppose you could make an exception for
the right compensation, just suppose,” Byrd put his fingers
together, “I have a mansion on one of the outer planets that has
been infested with vermin and I need a capable hunter to dispose of
them.”

“Why don't you go buy a mouse-trap? I hear
they're getting real cheap,” I couldn't say what it was that put me
on edge. Maybe his indication that he could buy my business
principles. Or that he was right.

“They're a little large for a mouse-trap to
handle and my other employees are not capable of evicting
them.”

“Just what kind of vermin are we talking about
here?”

“They are quadrupeds of a lupine variety,” Byrd
sipped his drink and smiled smugly.

“Wolves, huh,” I said casually and watched, with
immense satisfaction, the smug smile dissipate. Normally I don't
make a practice of baiting customers, but sometimes I can't
resist.

“Yes, wolves,” Byrd's eye's narrowed, “They are
very large and dangerous, Mr. Long. I would be willing to pay a
correspondingly large fee.”

“I suppose it would be out of line for me to ask
how they got into your mansion and why they don't leave?”

“I locked them in.”

“Oh. Of course,” I couldn't think of anything
else to say. I mean, what sane man locks wolves in his house.

“I didn't want them to attack the local
citizens,” Byrd said, with an angelic smile.

“I can hunt wolves,” I said, ignoring the smile
and running calculations through my head, “Which planet did you say
it was?”

“The mansion is located on Hermes. Does this
mean you will be accepting the job?”

I took a drink before he finished the sentence,
buying time to think. Hermes would be a good place to take
Jennifer. It was out of the way. Hunting wolves would be dangerous
but not exceptionally so. And it wouldn't be embarrassing to have a
woman along for a job like that. This could work out quite nicely.
I swallowed.

“I charge fifty credits an hour, plus expenses,
plus an additional thousand if
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