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  Her belly was troubling her again. It had somehow gotten wedged against the steering wheel, and Jo had to reach down to push back the seat further. And the lever was near impossible to reach, because her damned belly kept getting in the way. Never mind that pushing the seat backwards meant that she had to stretch out her legs even further to reach the brake and accelerator.


  The belly. That was the worst part about being pregnant. Well, the worst part aside from the morning sickness and the heartburn and the need to pee twenty times a day and the fact that coffee, tobacco, alcohol, drugs and anything else that was fun in life were taboo to her now. But the belly, the belly was damned annoying as well, because it always kept getting in the way, always kept bumping into things, always kept getting stuck somewhere. And Jo was only six months along, which meant that the belly would continue to grow and swell, until she was left with the approximate stature and mobility of a fat little Buddha or a great white whale.


  Okay, so being pregnant sucked. It sucked big time. What else was new?


  The backdoor opened and a passenger slid in. In the rearview mirror, Jo caught a glimpse of muddy beige trenchcoat. She didn’t bother turning around to check out the passenger. If she refused transport to everyone who looked like a potential rapist, mugger or axe murderer, she’d never get any fares at all. Never mind that real life rapists, muggers and axe murderers never actually looked the part.


  Instead, she adjusted her glasses and hit the button on the taximeter. The glowing red display flashed to life. “So what’ll it be, squire?”


  The man didn’t answer. All she heard was the gentle click of the seat belt, as he buckled himself in.


  Jo drummed her fingers on the steering wheel. “Destination, sir? Where to?”


  “Just drive,” a male voice said, soft and low.


  Now Jo did throw a cautious glance in the rearview mirror. Fares who refused to give a clear destination or even an unclear destination were always bad news.


  Not that the lack of a destination necessarily meant that this guy was a mugger, rapist or axe murderer. Muggers, rapists or axe murderers generally had a destination in mind, a destination that was quiet and secluded and perfectly suited for nefarious deeds. The ones without a destination, however, were likely to send you on a long and rambling quest through half the city and then, once you dropped them off, it usually turned out that they either refused to pay or didn’t have any money to pay you even if they wanted to.


  The rearview mirror revealed a sliver of trenchcoat topped by a dark brown fedora pulled deep into the face. Great! Her fare was either Humphrey Bogart come back to life or one of his more meticulous impersonators.


  Jo hit the turn signal, put the car into “Drive”, released the parking brake and slid out into the moving traffic. “I need at least a rough destination…” she tried again, “…so I know in which direction to go.”


  “Just drive,” the man in the backseat repeated.


  “But sir, if you won’t give me a destination, you’ll have to pay for any detour I’m forced to take.” Better to tell them upfront. “And surely you don’t want to waste your hard-earned money.”


  “Just drive.”


  Jo shrugged and drove, gliding smoothly through the midday traffic and keeping an eye on the rearview mirror just in case. Her fare shifted and settled into the seat, pushing back the fedora to reveal a manly jutting chin, dotted with dark stubble.


  Jo decided to give it one more try. “Got any idea where we’re going yet.”


  A pair of lips, a bit too full for such a manly jaw, formed a hint of a smile. “I’ll let you know when I do, Jo.”


  Jo hit the brakes, hard. The cab jolted to a halt right in front of the Hershey’s store with its perpetually steaming cocoa mug. Jo was thrown forwards, her glasses slid from her nose and the seatbelt scraped hard against her left shoulder and her belly. Inside her, the baby boxed back in retaliation. Only her fare remained utterly unruffled. Bastard.


  Ignoring the cacophony of car horns that had erupted as soon as the taxi stopped, Jo turned around, as far as the seat belt and her belly would let her. “Who the fuck are you and how do you know my name?”


  The stranger in the backseat laughed softly. “Ah, how quickly we forget, Jo. You should take off those glasses more often by the way. You’re much prettier without them.”


  Glasses! Crap!


  Jo fumbled for… and failed to find the glasses, never taking her eyes off the stranger in the backseat. "I mean it, tell me who you are right now or you can walk to wherever it is you’re going.”


  Abandoning the fruitless search for her glasses, her hand moved to the alarm button instead. If this guy was indeed an axe murderer — and the possibility was looking more likely by the second — she’d make damn sure he’d regret ever attempting to axe murder her, hell, ever stepping into her taxi in the first place.


  “For the last time, who are you, buster?”


  The stranger made no move to reveal his face or his name. He remained a chin and a pair of lips, speaking in a soft, gently mocking tone. “Oh, Jo, always so defiant, so resolute. And what did it gain you?”


  Outside, the cars were still honking, though they had begun to move around Jo’s cab in a semi-organised fashion, cause traffic would always find a way. That was New York City for you.


  Jo took her finger off the alarm button. Whoever this guy was, stronger measures were needed to deal with him than a stupid alarm button. So she reached under her seat with her free hand, a move hampered by her belly. A second of searching and she found the thing she was looking for. A gun, small, black and highly illegal, taped to the bottom of the driver’s seat for emergencies. And if any situation ever qualified as an emergency, it was this one.


  With a single fluid movement, she ripped the gun free, swung it around and aimed it straight at her obstinate fare. “Either you can tell me who you are…” She would have clicked the safeties off for full effect, but unfortunately this cheap piece of junk didn’t have any. “…or you can get up and leave my cab right now. Your choice. But if you make just one funny move, you’ll get a load of hot lead. And if you’re very lucky, I’ll only aim for your shoulder.”


  The stranger was infuriatingly unimpressed. “Cute,” he said, “Very nice, very compact.” With one hand, he undid the belt of his trenchcoat and pushed it open to reveal what lay beneath. “But mine’s bigger.”


  He was right on that account. His gun was big, a huge piece of deadly chromium steel, a .44 Magnum Colt or something along those lines. The sort of gun men carried to make up for deficits in other parts of their physique.


  “What’s that line you guys are always so fond of? Size doesn’t matter. Besides, mine’s already drawn.”


  The stranger’s hand remained where it was, resting on his thighs, casual, easy. The coat was still open, the gleaming gun resting against a cheap suit.
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