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 A Greeting from the Series
Editor

 


Hello, and welcome to The Stellar
Guild, a new series by Phoenix Pick, the science fiction
imprint of Arc Manor. I’m Mike Resnick, the series editor.

Over the years I’ve worked with a number of
beginning writers. Hugo winner Maureen McHugh refers to them as
“Mike’s Writer Children”. The reason I (and others) do this is
quite simple: in the field of science fiction, almost every writer
who helped today’s stars and journeymen is either rich, dead, or
both, and since it is impractical to pay them back by the time
we’re in a position to, we pay forward. I have worked with eight
writers who went on to be Campbell nominees (the Campbell is
science fiction’s Rookie-of-the-Year award), as well as some whose
success came later or occasionally not at all.

The thing is, I’m not unique. Just about
every writer I know pays forward in much the same way in this most
generous of literary fields, and when Arc Manor publisher Shahid
Mahmud was looking for a new line that featured a new approach, we
put our heads together and hit upon what has become The Stellar
Guild, in which each book features, not a collaboration, but a
team-up between a superstar of our field, who will write an
original novella, and a protégé of the superstar’s own choosing,
who will write a novelette set in the same universe.

You know what I love about this field? When I
first approached each of our superstars—Kevin J. Anderson, Mercedes
Lackey, Eric Flint, all the rest—and said I was editing a new line
and wanted a novella, and we would pay such-and-so for it, everyone
politely declined. After all, their services are in great demand,
they’re contracted years ahead, and Arc Manor was offering
substantial-but-not-Wall-Street pay rates.

But the second I explained that I also wanted
a novelette in the same book, with full credit on the front cover,
from a protégé of their choosing, every last one of them instantly
changed course and agreed to write for The Stellar
Guild.

So here you have it—a brand new line, in
which today’s superstars strut their literary stuff, and also
introduce you to the early work of the next generation of Hugo
winners and bestsellers.

 


Mike Resnick
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 Cody Martin: A Long Strange
Trip


by Mercedes Lackey

 


I first “met” Cody Martin in an online
game.

The game is City of Heroes, an MMORPG
(massive multi-player online role-playing game). We both belonged
to one supergroup (aka guild for you WoW players) in a loose
organization of role-playing groups on the Pinnacle server. For the
uninitiated, role playing is very much like partially-scripted
improvisational theater. The folks we were with were very much
involved in storytelling (as opposed to “grinding” their characters
to the highest level possible in the shortest amount of time), so
it was pretty natural for me to gravitate towards them.

It turned out that he actually had
been part of a “grinding” group of friends and was about to kill
off his character and quit when he ran into us and got intrigued.
Our characters meshed well and he quickly got involved in a couple
of my story lines; I liked the introduction he had written and
posted on the group’s website (we heavily encouraged people to
write prose as well as role-play) and as the people behind the
“toons,” we hit it off.

At the time I thought he was a college
student or even in his mid-twenties. I had no idea he hadn’t even
graduated from high school. He was that good at character
development.

We came up with a way to “save” his character
once John Murdock hit the endgame, and about five books’ worth of
posted stories later, he, I, Dennis Lee, Steve Libbey, and later
Veronica Giguere created The Secret World Chronicle, using some of
the same characters, but a vastly different setting, and with some
interesting personality or background changes for some. That
started (and is ongoing) as a podcast (Podiobooks and www.secretworldchronicle.com) and is now a
series from Baen Books.

But meanwhile, Cody wanted to try his hand at
something else, too. We’ve had some ideas for a couple of things,
but this is what took off first.

It all started with another writing
acquaintance, Mike Williamson, asking if I’d commit to an anthology
proposal, “Zombies in Space.” Now…I’ll be honest, that sounded like
the most idiotic proposal I had ever heard, and I said, basically,
“are you insane?” But as I was talking to Cody about it, and he
(who like most men seems to be zombie-obsessed) suggested things,
suddenly, it didn’t seem quite so insane. In fact, it had a lot of
comic potential. In fact….

In fact, it became what you are about to
read.

We’ve actually finally met and hung out in
person; at a couple of science fiction conventions, and we’ve had
him out to our place for a couple of weeks. In person, Cody is most
decidedly not the pasty-faced, overweight geek you might
assume from this introduction. He’s an incredibly fit climbing
instructor, camping enthusiast, gun enthusiast, funny, witty,
good-looking, and ladies, franchise opportunities are
available, and I’ll be taking applications for introductions to him
and his equally attractive brother shortly. The proviso being that
I get writing time for our projects.

In the meantime, please enjoy this, and keep
on the lookout for more of his work. You won’t be disappointed.

 


***
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 BOOK
ONE: BAD MOON RISING

by CODY MARTIN

 


You know what they said in that ancient
movie, about being in space? Well here’s a news flash for you: in
space no one gives a shit if you scream. Especially not your
shipmates. Oh, you’d think your shipmates would care, right? I
mean, it’s just all of you against all of the dark and vacuum and
whatever crap the universe has dreamed up to kill you? Another news
flash: no. Especially if your shipmates are a bunch of sociopathic
dirtbags that think dead puppy jokes are a laugh riot.

So the screaming and cursing in the aft
drain-chamber was pretty much “Tuesday.”

So much for the glamor and excitement of
interstellar travel.

We’d strapped Fred down for the blood-drain
again, and since he was human, it was going well aside from all the
noise. That would be me, standing in the corner, doing my best to
look like an appliance, while Fred screamed and ranted. That would
be the High and Mighty, watching, and occasionally changing out a
blood-bag, since I wasn’t to be trusted with something as important
as their property. Three pints down, two to go, and Fred was still
in fine voice. That was the thing about Fred being a Fur (ah,
excuse me, I should be more sensitive, a “Were-person”); he
regenerated the blood he was losing almost immediately. A couple
spinach salads and a slab of beef and he’d be fine. Turn him loose
under this planet’s moons to let him feast on whatever he could
catch and kill and he’d be more than fine. I never could figure out
how it was that he could eat anything remotely living and
carbon-based when he wolfed out, even if it would have poisoned him
in human shape. Miracles of Were physiology, I guess, but hey, no
one pays me to be the brains—hardy har har. Come to think of it, no
one pays me at all.

“We” had him strapped down, by which I mean
“me,” since the Fangs (and I will be damned all over again if I
call Our Vampiric Lords and Masters anything but Fangs) never got
their lily-like hands dirty if they could help it. They were the
“mission specialists.” Meaning they had an excuse to be divas, or
figured they did. It was up to me and the others to do all the
work. And Fred, because he was lowest on this particular
food-chain. So yeah, that’s the shipmates. four Fangs and a Fur,
and the hate and contempt is so thick most of the time it’s like a
fog in the air.

Barnabas was in charge today. Oh Barnabas,
who really got the short end of the vampiric stick. Someone had bit
him late in life, and as you are when you get Turned, so you stay.
So there he was in all his sagging, jowly glory, looking like a
basset hound in a tailored jumpsuit. Can’t really wonder why he’s a
douche; he has to look at the others, who may not be the
supermodels of the Fang world but certainly are not coyote-ugly,
and at himself, and grind his fangs. Even their jumpsuits look good
on them, while his looks…like a janitor uniform. Yes, here we are,
hopping stars, and the attire de rigueur for space travelers is
still the jumpsuit, go figure. Must drive the Fangs crazy, with
their obsessive-compulsive fashion sense; kind of hard to get
designer labels hundreds of light years from the nearest
retailer.

The rest of the Fangs were lined up, waiting
for their liquid lunch, and Barny was making them wait, which was
not exactly quelle surprise. Barny was his usual patronizing self.
He smiled snarkily down at Fred, who glared up at him. “Good boy,
Fred. Nice doggie.” He patted the top of Fred’s head, then quickly
pulled his hand out of reach when Fred snarled. Granted, he was in
human form, but some of the wolf carried over, and he’d been known
to bite.

“Shut up, Barnabas,” Fred said, then told
Barnabas what he could do with himself and where he could put that
hand in long, loving and profane detail, using only Barnabas’s full
name. Ol’ “Barny” hated his full name; believe it or not, in the
Before time there’d been some sort of soap opera with a vampire in
it by that name, and…well, let’s just say for the aristocratic
Fangs, a soap opera was to the Grand High Literature of their kind
(snork) as Mexican lucha libre wrestling was to the Olympics. Fred
and the others chose to use Barny’s full name as often as the
occasion warranted to get under his skin, which happened pretty
often, because he was really easy to aggravate. But with Barny
sticking the verbal knife in and rotating it, as well as being
none-too-gentle about the drain, and being parked on a world
where he mostly couldn’t go outside the ship, Fred was not happy at
all and he was really heaping on the verbal abuse today. Not that I
blamed him.

This particular dirt-ball must have had a
dozen moons, maybe more, I hadn’t counted. It wasn’t my job to
count things, just like it wasn’t my job to think. I was just the
guy they got to sweep up the shed fur and whatever else the Fangs
discarded, strap Fred down in case he wolfed out in the middle of a
drain, fix the ship’s systems occasionally under strict
supervision, and rehydrate the dehydrated cattle brains the zombies
ate so they wouldn’t waste away to nothing but bones. Of course,
they could still do the job as bones except they tended to fall
apart when they tried to pick up anything heavy, or when they were
backhanded by a pissed-off Fang-face. Inconvenient. God knows the
Fangs shouldn’t be inconvenienced by anything. Dicks. Oh, had I not
mentioned this before? Yeah. I’m a zombie too, which is why nobody
gives a shit what I think, because I’m not supposed to be able to
think. More on that later. Everybody has rude names for us.
Reboots. Shambler. Dead Head. Bone Bags. Rot-pot. Corpsicle. Mikey
Jerkson… You know, I never did figure out where that one came from.
Only the older Fangs seemed to use it.

The Fangs—who really, really hate that
name—finished up feeding on Fred and took their time in turning him
loose. He did his usual ritual of pissing and moaning, cursing
their families and hoping all the demons in the universe chose to
pay them a visit, but he put more feeling than usual into it
today.

“Someone woke up on the wrong side of the
kennel this morning.” The Fangs never, never lost a chance to get
in a dog reference. The few Furs I’d run into before this cruise
all seemed really self-conscious about their animal sides, and Fred
was no exception. Maybe it was because when they morphed out, they
were pretty much ravening, mindless beasts on steroids. Poor Fred.
All those moons meant he was wolfed out most of the time if he went
outside or got near an unshuttered viewport. It wasn’t that he had
any choice in the matter; it was just automatic, as much of a
physical necessity as the Fangs’ need for blood, or a person’s need
to breathe.

When he did go all wild-eyed and hairy, it
was best not to be anywhere nearby. Imagine a 5-foot-4
accountant-looking guy turning into an eight-foot-tall unholy
terror that basically wants to rip apart and eat anything that
looks like it might be made of meat. That’s what Fred becomes
whenever he gets hit with the light of any moons, if they’re full.
You would think that the moon phase wouldn’t matter on a spaceship;
hell, conversely, you’d think that being in a spaceship
wouldn’t matter if the moon was full. What do I know? Maybe the
Norms figured out how to put anti-moon-phase shielding on the hull
that didn’t work on the open viewports. I’m just the janitor, and I
wasn’t exactly a rocket scientist when I was alive. Besides, in a
’verse where vampires, werewolves, and zombies exist as a matter of
fact, some things just are and it doesn’t matter that they don’t
make sense.

Fred was going on with his cussing for longer
than usual too, his tirade becoming less profane and more inventive
as time went on. “I’ll tear you in half and throw you out of the
airlock when we’re parked next to a yellow star.” That was new.
Death threats are not anything that this lot hasn’t already made
before, but when you start working in the specific weaknesses, it
strikes a chord. Fred’s idea would probably work, too. Class G
yellow stars and those close to them in stellar classification are
deadly to Fangs; the light crisps them nicely, and if they are out
in it long enough, it reduces them to ash. There actually
was a coating on the viewports that prevented yellow
sunlight from hurting the Fangs—probably some kind of UV coating.
That vulnerability was what had kept the Norms on top against
Fangs. Norms were top-notch at finding and exploiting
weaknesses.

Antonio sneered. Antonio loved his
full name. Antonio della Contani, supposedly some sort of Venetian
royalty, right? I’m laying bets on him actually being plain old
Tony Conti from Brooklyn who was Turned in the ’50s, based on his
taste in music and the fact that he acts like a punk thug in nice
clothes. “Promises, promises. Puppy didn’t get his walkies.” As
usual, they were at each other’s throats, verbally if not actually.
Not that it mattered if they did tear pieces out of each other,
they’d just regenerate. The same wasn’t true for the likes of me. I
would end up in a not so neat pile, with my parts wriggling around
until my brain got tired, unless my bits got shoved into a
recycling unit or someone was kind enough to stitch me up. And this
wasn’t exactly a kind bunch, if you get my drift. Besides, zombies
are a dime a dozen; we’re nothing more than part of the
inventory.

Yeah, that’s the other thing about being a
zombie. Being undead is totally rad unless you’re one of us.
Vampires are strong and fast and persuasive. Werewolves are giant
hairy woodchippers on legs. Zombies are janitors. Smelly janitors.
Disposable janitors. Whenever one of us breaks, they just shove the
bits into the recycler and grab another one out of the hold. I used
to have a name, forever ago. I don’t remember those days all that
well. Now I just go by Skinny Jim, when there’s someone that
bothers to speak to me. Which, let me tell you, isn’t all that
often. Zombies are not exactly what you would call stellar
conversationalists, so why would they?

That’s another thing. Not a lot of zombies
can talk. Most of us really are mindless; burnt out or burnt up by
whatever made us the way we are. We can do simple tasks, sure,
especially if shown what to do a few dozen times. But there’s not a
lot of intellectual stimulation amongst zombies, if you don’t count
munching on the occasional rehydrated brain. You don’t find us
sitting around discussing Kierkegaard. So, I’m special in that
regard; I’ve got some of my mind left, but no opportunity to show
it. And no incentive, to tell the truth. The Norms—well there were
no Norms out here in any great numbers so that was moot—still, what
the Norms would do, I didn’t like to think about. And the other
Undead don’t like the manual laborers to be too bright, and I’m not
sure what they’d do if they found out I was different.
They’d probably do what the Norms would do, and sad as my existence
is, it beats the alternative.

 


“Fuckin’ elitist bastiches,” Fred muttered
under his breath. Fangs. Thought they were the kings of the
universe. Ask any of them, and they’d tell you. Not a one of them
was ever some wino that got rolled for Type O-Pos in an alley, or
would at least admit to it. Oh no. All of them had longer pedigrees
than the winner of the Kennel Club trophy. And they all had
the goofiest names you’ve ever heard of. Always something
faux-fancy or exotic sounding. You never met a Bob the Vampire.
Fred hated them, this ship and—well not the job, exactly, but after
the first few new planets it had gotten…routine. But this was a
paying gig. Not the greatest gig in the universe, except for
the pay, but it’d do for now. Now, of course, being quite a
stretch— he’d signed on for 300 years for this tour, give or take a
decade. They were about halfway through their supply of Reboots,
with the other consumables—spare parts for the hardware, mostly—at
about the same level.

Why would a bunch of monsters from ancient
fairy tales and B-movies be out roaming the stars, anyways?

Why else—the ones that had the power and the
money made the rules.

It was because the Norms were the real kings
of the universe, or at least, of Earth. They had the lock on the
stakes, the silver bullets, the Sun-guns. Oh, poor Norms, who just
didn’t have the weaknesses of the Undead. The light of yellow suns
didn’t make them fall into a coma at low levels of exposure or burn
up at high levels. They weren’t terminally allergic to silver or
garlic. And they could run faster than any zombie and they
had flamethrowers. Only thing they didn’t have were long
life-spans, long enough to do serious space exploration. Fangs,
Wolves, and Reboots did, though, and there wasn’t much out here
that could kill a Fang or a Wolf if it didn’t already know the
weaknesses.

The pay for a long cruise was excellent, and
the Undead didn’t have to worry about dodging religious fanatics,
or wolfing out and maybe hurting someone, or worse, or going
comatose and vulnerable once the yellow sun came up. So, for the
ones out of the broom closet, space exploration was the mainstream
place to be. There were more volunteers than there were ships.

So, things got along pretty smoothly, for the
most part, back home, at least for the supernaturals that wanted to
just get along with Norm society. Personally, Fred thought that a
lot of them were sell-outs. You could still find a measure of
freedom on some of the colony worlds, and a lot of the Paras that
didn’t get exploration gigs had shipped out for those, or so he’d
heard. But back on Earth? Stuck kowtowing to the whims of the
Norms, never daring to even stick a toe over the line, always
afraid of setting a “bad example” for the rest of your kind? To
hell with that noise. The Fangs and Furs (the ones that weren’t
Underground and actually had some moxie) all cued up for their
shots at a ship as first choice, colony as second. Fangs for crew,
a Wolf or two for crew and the fresh blood for the Fangs, and the
zombies—the Reboots—for menial labor. Neither Fang nor Fur needed
to worry about the Reboots chowing down on their brains. The
Reboots ignored them both so far as feeding went. The Norms on
Earth got rid of their problems, everything was one humming happy
assembly line, and that didn’t matter for crap out here. Because
once you got out here you found out what the real pecking order
was, and you were looking at 300 years locked up in the same tin
can as the creatures that considered you “Lunch That Talks.” And
they’d really rather you didn’t talk, but just grovel and do what
you were told.

It was Fred’s job to make sure that the
Reboots were sent to the right places and made to do the right
jobs. He was a supervisor, for the most part, only taking care of
the most sensitive jobs personally. At least he wasn’t just
the Fang cafeteria; he’d been an engineer before he got bitten, and
he still was an engineer now. Today, he had a sensitive job to take
care of. The ship’s main drive was being finicky, so Fred had to
eat some rads and fix it. On any vessel that held Norms, and there
were a few, mostly Earth-system stuff, there were dozens of
safeguards with redundancies and contingencies and so on. Not so
for a ship like this. Supernaturals didn’t get hurt the same way
that Norms did, so it was more acceptable to cut corners, and thus
costs. Ah, the joys of space exploration.

He’d take some Reboots along to hold lights
and pass him tools. A few extra sets of hands never hurt, even if
the hands were prone to falling off at the worst possible times.
Antonio still hadn’t let him live down the time a Reboot’s finger
had snapped off and shorted the grav generator.

Fred pointed at the three nearest ones.
“Command phrase: come with me. You, you, and you.”

They didn’t bother naming the Reboots; they
all were dressed in cheap red coveralls—which he thought was a nice
touch—and all responded to “you” so long as they noticed someone
was talking to them. One of the ghoulies looked somewhat
startled—or at least as startled as a decayed corpse can look—when
Fred spoke to him, but Fred shrugged it off and started marching
them all to the lift that would take him to the reactor. It was
probably nothing more than a nerve twitch. You never knew with the
Reboots. Once he thought he’d caught the one that looked like a
desiccated surfer dude trying to skateboard. He chalked it up to
the Fangs trying to fuck with him.

Were all the crews this dysfunctional? How
could they be? How would anything get done if they were? Then
again…paranoia set in. Because it was true that it wasn’t paranoia
if “they” actually were out to get you, and there was no doubt that
the minute the Norms thought the Paras just might get the
upper hand, out would come all the stockpiled weapons, the stake-
and Sun-guns, the garlic spray, the silver-coated
everything, and lots and lots of flamethrowers. The Norms
just preferred things to not be chaotic and messy and dangerous.
So…Maybe that was the plan; send our Kinds out in the stars to
kill each other. And meanwhile, find some planets the Norms could
use; y’know, as a “nice if it happens” bonus. That would just
figure. Have the bad luck to get Turned, and as a Were no less,
only to get shipped off to the stars to deal with Larry, Curly, and
Shithead for however long it took until one of you snapped and you
all killed each other. The way these lowest-bidder ships are built,
the Norms could probably afford that, and it wouldn’t be nearly as
messy as a Norm versus Para war. He shook his head. Thinking in
circles like this was sure to drive him mad.

Or maybe this all was just paranoia, and the
other crews all got along just fine, and the Universe had decided
to stick Fred with the most petty, vain, and antagonistic bunch of
bloodsuckers ever created. Given how his luck usually went…yeah,
that would be about par for the course. It made more sense than
some enormous Norm plot. Right?

Not that it mattered to him at this point
anyway. Because whether it was part of a huge plot against the
Paras, or whether it was just bad luck, he was stuck here with the
Divas of the Damned for the foreseeable future. He muttered more
curses as he made his way to the engineering section, thinking of
all of the different ways he’d like to kill his shipmates. Well,
re-kill. Actually, all things considered, he wouldn’t feel unhappy
if he got to re-kill all of them three or four times before
finishing them off for good. A wolf can dream…

 


Man, Fred had it bad. Me, it didn’t matter,
the Fangs couldn’t get a kick out of verbally tormenting me, and
when they were in a bad mood, I could just make sure I wasn’t the
one within reach of their claws. It might get different later, when
the numbers of us Reboots started getting a lot lower, but for now,
I was just one more tree in the forest. Thing is, the Fangs could
get all the reaction their hard little flint-like hearts desired
out of Fred. The poor sap was a great big hairy ball of reaction,
and the longer the trip went on, the shorter his fuse got. Reboots
didn’t have any brains except the ones we were munching on—har
har—so we didn’t notice and didn’t react. Fred though, he was the
only Fur on the ship, and the only one who acted with resentment
when they were looking for someone to verbally abuse that wasn’t
one of them.The Fangs loved to make people squirm. I don’t
get it. I never had much to do with any of the Paras before I got
herded up with the rest, shoved into a red jumpsuit and stuck in
the hold, so…were all Fangs like this? I don’t know. But this lot
really took the “fun” out of “dysfunctional.” When Fred wasn’t
around, they fought with each other. When he was around, they
ganged up on him. It was like they weren’t happy unless they were
spreading pain to something other than themselves. Maybe it was
part of the pecking-order thing that Fangs always seemed to
establish, and maybe they figured they each had to be the Alpha,
Fearless Leader Supremo, at least over someone, or maybe that sort
of thing came with being Turned. Or maybe we just got stuck with
the biggest assholes the Fangs ever produced and the powers that be
lumped all of them together to keep all the grief in one place.

We arrived at the section where the
malfunction was. Fred started pointing at each of us Reboots,
positioning us where he needed us, and then went about the task of
fixing what was wrong. I was just supposed to flip a switch
whenever he told me to. Looked like something dealing with the
ship’s coolant systems. A lot of heat got generated by the drives,
and it needed some way to safely bleed off into space. I played
along, allowing Fred to do his part and treat me like the others.
It was boring, but it was better than…well, what? Rehydrating
brains, I guess. Waiting to get broken beyond repair, like the
others, like just another replaceable component on this ship? Or
standing around and thinking. There’s nothing much around here that
makes for comfortable thinking.

Then things got even more “entertaining.”
Grigoire decided to make his entrance when we were about halfway
through and the ship was running on the APU—which meant no one got
to do anything that wasn’t absolutely necessary. Grigoire took a
special pleasure in torturing Fred; he really, really hated
werewolves, more than the average Fang. Before Paras were outed to
the entire world, Fangs and Furs were already at each other’s
throats in some kind of eternal holy war, or something. When us
zombies started causing enough trouble for the Norms, both sides
came to a truce to try and “save the herd,” as it were. Didn’t seem
to do much to quell the resentment and hatred that immortal beings
can harbor in the long run though; a grudge seemed to age like fine
wine with some of them.

Grigoire was the vessel’s astrophysicist,
which meant on a scale of one to ten on “Uptight Asshole-ness,” he
scored a whopping seventy-three. He was probably the same when he
was a Norm, if the near-ancient vids we have onboard of “Big Bang
Theory” are to be believed.

“Hey, Fuzzy Wuzzy. How’s it going with the
repairs? Try not to get any dog hair in the components. It’s a pain
to get out, you know?” He slapped on his best smile, which looked
fake and painful stretched across perfect and blemish-free dead
skin. “Oh wait, that’s right, you’re going to be the one to
clean them out!” He laughed at his own humor. “Nevermind then,
carry on.”

“Grigoire, not now. Think of it like this: if
I don’t do my job correctly, then the ship falls apart. If the ship
falls apart, you’ll be getting really cozy with a couple of red
dwarfs. And I’m not talking the Snow White kind either, sucker.”
Fred was pissed. Poor bastard. In another unlife, I would’ve really
had my withered heart go out to him. Here, he was just another
prisoner that might end up busting me to pieces. “I don’t come tell
you dirty jokes while you’re piddling with your equations, so how
about you go brood about the unfairness of un-life, pine over the
women you aren’t getting to bite, or write Goth poetry or something
while I do my job?”

“That’s really funny, flea-bag. Make sure to
comb some insect-killer into that hair.”

I’m not sure why, because it’s no worse than
any of the other shit they call him, but there was something about
that name that always got to Fred. He put up with a lot of crap
from the Fangs; but what other choice did he have? But whenever
they called him that, he got mean. Fred put down his tools with a
loud clang and turned to face Grigoire, an ugly smirk on his
face.

“At least I still have all my hair. Must
suck—hardy har—that you got bitten so late in life you were stuck
with a comb-over. Tony said you were looking lighter around the
North, by the way. You been picking at yourself again? You should
know better than that. You haven’t got anything to spare up there.”
Fred twirled a finger around the very top of his cranium, grinning
evilly the entire time. And that was all that Grigoire needed. It’s
an interesting thing, to see one of the Fangs really vamp out. It’s
not too unlike the Weres, but a little more subtle. Grigoire’s eyes
filled with murder and a cold fury that always unsettled me.
Something happened that seemed to make the shadows deeper around
him; calling on the infernal whatever-the-hell that animated Fangs,
I suppose. He bared his terrible canines and leapt for Fred, claws
extended. Fred partially transformed; his features became more
bestial, with his hair growing longer and his muscles rippling and
growing underneath his skin. He can do that half-transformation at
will; he just can’t completely wolf out. He still has full control
over himself in the half-state, which was good because if the wrong
stuff was busted in this room, the ship had a fairly decent chance
of exploding. Ah, lowest-bidder contracts…

There was about sixty seconds of
ultra-violence and way-too-fast ruckus, which was fortunately
confined to a relatively robust part of the engine room; then
Antonio appeared in the door, yelling at the top of his lungs.
“Knock it off, morons!”

They froze. Antonio is the captain. Top of
the Fang food chain. I think there’s something in their
instincts that makes the other Fangs obey him. Maybe he’s been
Undead the longest, or he was born or Turned with a certain
whatever that just made the others obey. Didn’t matter, they jumped
when he said to. A good thing, too, since otherwise this would have
been a hulk floating in space about three months into the mission,
inhabited only by us decayed types until the brains ran out. Not so
much because they knew how to kill each other without helpful tools
like wooden stakes and silver, but because they’d probably have
blown something up and gone through a bulkhead, with the end result
being the lot of them sucked out into deep space to form a fighting
ball until they all froze solid, or Fred ran out of air. The Fangs
didn’t need air, but they wore suits to protect themselves from the
cold—and to be able to talk to the ship and each other. At near
zero Kelvin even a Fang will freeze solid and be unable to move.
Fred, however, needed air, though he would last longer than a Norm
would.

“You!” Antonio said to Fred, pointing. “Back
to work. I want a hot shower and a movie. And you—” he pointed to
Grigoire. “Act like a civilized noble, and not a thug. You can
always be demoted if I choose. As far down the chain as I care to
put you.” Antonio always tried to play at being sophisticated and a
part of “undead royalty.” I always thought it was a heaping pile of
bullshit, personally. “So behave as if you deserve your position,
or you’ll be second-in-command to Fido.” Tony got a wicked look on
his face. “And I’ll let him tell you when you can eat.”

Grigoire hated being talked down to by Tony,
even though it was his place in the chain of command, but that was
just a whole new level of insult. I don’t think it was my
imagination, what there was left of such a thing, but matters were
escalating around here. He shrieked a terrible and piercing wail,
and then went to work on us Reboots. I’ve been around when either
the Fangs go woolly, or Fred has his moon phases going on. But
never in such close quarters. He ripped through us, pulling zombies
apart with his hands, tearing at us with teeth. It was horrible to
watch, but I couldn’t move. He was working his way towards me, and
I didn’t dare run. To run would be to show that I knew what was
coming—and that would show I could still think. I was dead either
way. Well, dead again. Perma-dead. If I could have closed my eyes,
I would have, but my eyelids are sort of glued in the open
position.

“Grigoire!” Tony used a worse voice
than before. It was the sort of voice that you used with a dog that
just took a dump on the carpet in front of you. The tone…I can’t
describe it. If I’d had blood, it would have been frozen. More Fang
powers. Even Fred went statue-still. Grigoire stopped with one
clawed hand raised to rend me from stem to sternum.

Tony was really pissed now. “Not in front of
the help, fool of a child,” he hissed. “Back to your quarters!
Now!” Grigoire fumed, shooting another savage look to Fred before
he finally retreated. I tracked my eyes the barest few centimeters
to look at Fred, then to Tony, trying to keep my face uninterested
in the happenings around me. Kind of hard to be any more deadpan
when you’re already dead.

Fred cocked his head to the side. “That
zombie looked at me funny.”

Tony sighed heavily, squeezing the bridge of
his nose with his fingers as if to stave off a migraine. I think
that’s just another affectation on his part; I don’t think the
Fangs have such human concerns as headaches. “That’s because you’re
funny looking, Fred. Go take a flea bath or lick your ass or
something. Just get the drives fixed first.” If I could still
evacuate my bowels, that would’ve been the moment for me to. That
had been…way too close. And dusty wheels had started to turn in my
head.

 


“Pete, what other choice do we have? We’re
coming apart at the seams, here, literally.” I pointed at Pete’s
left shoulder; he had been wedged between a mainframe core and its
housing while trying to install some new wiring, and one of our
less-than-awake Reboot brothers decided to push anyways. I was
sewing him back up. “Nobody ever tries to fix us, because we’re
disposable!”

“Dude, what’s the point? We go back home, and
we’re just more deadheads. You know what they do to us, especially
if they think we can talk and think and feel. Well, feel kinda, at
least.” Every conscious Reboot remembered what happened to Xavier,
the short-unlived “Lord of Zombies.” It hadn’t been pretty even by
Reboot standards, which you had to admit were somewhere in the
sub-sub-basement. “Get out of the gutter, so that those of us in
the sewer can get some sun”, that sorta thing. Xavier had been the
reason why the Fangs and the Furs came out of the broom closet to
help the Norms in the first place. Zombies on their own can be
dealt with pretty easily, if a Norm has a lick of common sense.
But, when you have one that can think and command all of his
rotting brethren? One that can plan, make strategy, and has an
almost endless army that doesn’t care what parts get blown off
while constantly replenishing itself? It was almost the end of the
Earth. I wasn’t there to see it; I was turned years and years
after. Doesn’t stop me from still getting shivers thinking about
it.

I wasn’t going to give up on my plan,
however, because I didn’t see how we had anything to lose. If we
did nothing, we were consumables anyway, and eventually they’d be
down to just me and Pete. “Do you want to get flushed out of an
airlock? Our brothers and sisters can’t tell the difference; they’d
just float along, hungry as ever and not knowing the difference.
But we’re awake, man. If we’re not insane now, think about what an
eternity floating in nothing would do to you. Or if you got ripped
apart—there you are, conscious and watching your bits get shoved
into the recycler.”

“Dude, listen.” Pete had been a professional
surfer, or so he claimed, before he had become a Reboot. He
retained the sometimes annoying habit of reverting back to his
former speech patterns when he was perturbed. “I get what you’re
saying, man, really I do. But look at us. We’re just a couple of
stiffs, man. They’re Fangs and a Fur. What do we got against all
five of them, dude? Seriously.”

Then it hit me. The last piece of the puzzle
fell into place. Not only did we need to ensure we weren’t in line
for the next temper tantrum, we needed an ally. And it wasn’t going
to be a Fang. “Fred.”

“Fred, what?” Sometimes Pete can be so dense.
I mean, dense even for a Reboot. It clicked for him a few seconds
later, and realization shone through his milky-white eyes. “Dude.
You’re fucking insane already. You know that?” But that wasn’t
disbelief I heard in his voice. It was cautious admiration.

“Yeah? Who else gets a shorter, shittier
stick than us? Fred. Who’s got as many brains as Grigoire, and gets
treated like the third-world hired help? Fred. Who would give
anything to see every Fang on this ship turned into corpsicles?
Fred.”

Pete rubbed his stomach woefully. “Man, you
know better than to say brains around me. I still got the urges,
dude.”

I smacked him lightly. “Focus, butthead. Fred
hates them worse than we do. And—” I paused for effect. “Fred can
pilot this boat.”

“Yeah but…oh, dude. If we come outta the
closet…” he shook his head—carefully, to avoid dislodging anything.
“Even if he’s okay with it…that can’t be taken back, like, there’s
no do-over, and he has that any time he needs to pull something out
for the Fangs.”

I laced my rotten fingers behind the patchy
scalp at the back of my head. “Pete, sometimes…you’ve just got to
look at the bigger picture.”

 


Whenever it was scutwork that had to be done
outside, it was Fred that did it. Usually. He was actually getting
out of most of it in this star system, with six visible
moons at any one time dirtside for the planet they were orbiting,
so there was a lot of “full moon” time—during which he was pretty
useless. Inside the ship, he could stay human as long as he didn’t
get mad and decide to go half-wolf. Outside? All bets were off.

Though, just before the “drive incident,”
Grigoire had locked him out to get back at him for some other petty
damn thing, leaving him out for half a day. He’d pounded on the
airlock door for an hour, screaming at them.

“Come on guys, will you let me in
already? I’ve had like five minutes of me-time since
you—HROOOOOOOOOO!”

“Someone turn Fred loose again?”

Yeah. Real funny. Wolfing out wasn’t any fun
for Fred, “he” got lost in the animal and he damn well didn’t like
it. After it ended, it was mostly a blur of images for him. Back on
Earth? Lots of blood and terrible memories. Here, in deep space
with nothing but Undead that he hated worse than the Dark Prince?
Promises of dreams to come, and as a sort of compensation he could
plant the Fang-faces over the vague images of whatever it was he’d
ripped into. Still, he didn’t like being out of control like that.
Well, now they could tote their own barges and lift their own
bales. He got to stay in the ship.

Which of course meant…he had to stay in the
ship. Inside the same walls, breathing the same canned air,
watching the Reboots. Reading. Watching the Reboots. Rewatching the
vid library. Watching the Reboots. It was getting so he was even
considering cracking into the opera collection that only Tony ever
watched. The best thing about being able to get outside was the air
on the planets that had them—even when he was human, his sense of
smell was better than a Norm’s. So even with the CO2 and
stink-scrubbers, there was always this faint stench in the back of
his nose from the Reboots. The Fangs wouldn’t notice, of course; he
didn’t think they actually had a sense of smell anymore; most of
them didn’t need to breathe, outside of speech. As far as he could
tell, all they could smell was blood; and the only one with the
fresh stuff was Fred. But Fred’s sense of smell extended outside
the bounds of known science; he could compartmentalize a million
different scents, and discriminate among them. Almost all of them
were disgusting on this cruise. That made the times of being able
to get out on a planet all the more important.

So he was stuck in here, which only made him
think more, about a lot of uncomfortable things. There were only so
many new deaths that he could imagine for his shipmates, so even
that grew boring eventually. Ugly notions kept intruding. He knew
the Reboots were expendable, but what if they all were? What if the
Home Service actually expected them to kill each other out here?
That might explain the fantastic rate of pay; if they weren’t
expected to make it back, it wouldn’t matter how much the pay-rate
was because no one would ever collect.

He shook his head, hoping to banish the
ominous implications of his line of thought. There was work to be
done, and it seemed like more than usual. The ship was always
malfunctioning these days, but now that he was feeling irritable
all the time, even the ship seemed to be trying to torment him.
Such an idea, of course, was at odds with his logical brain; it was
just the nature of such a sophisticated piece of machinery, just
like it was in his nature to go berserk with a full moon and for
the Fangs to be assholes. More so, really—the ship might be
sophisticated in design, but she was still built by the lowest
bidder. Still…things had been happening that just were not in the
list of “malfunctions.”

For instance, the lighting. It was never,
never, never to have a UV component except in his personal
quarters, or for the onboard hydroponics garden; a garden that was
for his sole benefit. He had to eat, after all, and though Wolf
might live by frozen steak alone, Man did not, and this thing
supplied all the needs—veggies, algae, and this fish called tilapia
that bred like rabbits and sucked up seasoning so at least it
didn’t taste the same all the time. Some of the bulbs had gone
missing not long ago. He suspected at the time that one of his
crewmates was going to be playing a particularly painful prank on
him. So, naturally, as soon as one of the Fangs got a sunburn from
a replaced bulb, he was the first one blamed.

Not a malfunction, and not an “accident.”
More like an “on purpose.” But the Fangs all claimed innocence, and
he knew that he hadn’t done it—not that he could prove
otherwise. It was almost as if there was a third party around here.
Which, of course, was impossible. He’d heard of haunted ships
before, but this one had been vetted back in dry-dock as spirit
free; one of the few things that the Home Service seemed to have
done correctly on this flight. Could a ghost have somehow hitched a
ride? But how? Ghosts were chained to places or things, and they
hadn’t taken on anything new. Not even a spare part, much to his
chagrin. And he’d booted all the gremlins out on their shakedown
run as he was supposed to do; that’d been three days of nonstop
fun, crawling through wiring ducts, Jeffries tubes, and
hydraulics.

Hell, maybe he was sleepwalking and he really
had done it.

Just one more charming item to add to his
list of aggravations.

 


“He’s dead, Jim.” We were in the engineering
section again. Whenever the Fangs or Fred didn’t need us, those of
us Reboots left outside of the holding pen were free to roam
around, weighed down with tool belts. Kind of like free-floating
tool chests with limited maintenance ability; if something minor
was wrong, just point at one, give it the command, and have it do a
job. If we got busted wandering around it wasn’t as if it
mattered.

One of our brethren had just that happen to
him. I stared down at what was left of him. It wasn’t even remotely
pretty, and even as distant as my own emotions now were, I felt
sick. “Must’ve been one of those damned Fangs; Fred doesn’t really
knock us around, unless he’s wolfed out and can’t tell the
difference.”

He was in pieces, some of which were still
squirmy and half-attached. I looked down at him and felt a dim
desperation. Pete stared down at the bits too. He made a grunt that
sounded uneasy, but before he could voice any objections, I cut him
off, so to speak. “Pete, we can’t stop now. Do you remember
what happened when you died the first time? Before you came
back?”

Pete shook his head. “Naw, man. I do remember
I had caught a killer wave the day I died, and had found some good
herb, too, but that’s about it.”

What I half-remembered woke the one emotion I
could really feel well—Fear. “Well, I remember. I didn’t see any
pearly gates, or fiery brimstone, or a light at the end of the
tunnel. I sure as Hell didn’t get reincarnated, unless someone
stole my spot in line. I just remember darkness before waking up
again.” I played with a frayed tatter of the broken Reboot’s red
jumpsuit. It had been…well, empty, a void, a nothingness that is
hard for me to describe now, and I doubt I could have described
when I was alive. All I know is it was negation. The absence of
life, the absence of me. It’s what I imagined regular
Reboots were like, all the time. Blank, empty on the inside, no
purpose. “That scares the crap outta me, Pete. I didn’t do much
when I was alive, and I don’t want to waste this second chance,
such as it is.”

Sighing out of habit rather than because I
actually had breath, I took out a screwdriver from my coveralls,
and plunged it through the eye of the ruined Reboot. Destroying
what’s left of the brain does destroy us permanently. It’s about
the only thing that does, other than incineration. Getting ripped
to shreds will leave us helpless, but still “conscious” as long as
the brain is mostly intact. Killing the shredded Reboot was a small
kindness, all things considered.

 


Good old Barny decided to get revenge on Fred
and his fellow Fangs.

Someone reported a landing strut
sensor misread. Fred went out to check it, during the twenty or so
minutes when there were no moons up. And…tried to get back in, only
to discover the airlock door mysteriously sealed, and he spent
another forty-eight hours wolfed out and locked out. Barny wasn’t
too good at figuring consequences, however, because he’d locked
Fred out under the moons with only a day’s worth of stored blood
left. Bad timing. Antonio was not happy. Come to think of it, he
never was. This had pushed him from “glowering and miserable” to
“glowering and furious.”

The Fangs had been forced to go hungry for
almost twenty-four hours, and once they got an exhausted (but well
fed!) Fred back on the ship, Tony had ordered them up into orbit to
keep it from happening again. Fred was not a happy puppy, and that
was not the only reason. Today sucked, and in more ways than one.
It seemed that the ship was being extremely touchy; there were a
number of subsystem failures that, while not serious, were
time-consuming. Not only did he have to deal with the aggravation
of having his crewmates bitch and moan to him about all of it and
“Why wasn’t this fixed already;” it was also a feeding day. He was
due to report to the medical bay in fifteen minutes; and at the
last minute, Tony evidently decided that this was enough time for
Fred to check out a potential atmosphere leak in the observation
deck, so that everyone didn’t suddenly decompress. Not that
decompression would bother the Fangs or even the Reboots, but
he would die, and that would leave the Fangs without food.
At this point, Fred thought that dying quick and easy like that
would be better than continuing on this trip. He wouldn’t have to
listen to them anymore, and his own last thoughts would be of how
nice it was that they would die slowly and painfully of starvation,
or much more slowly and not so painfully of starvation while
sleeping. Bad things happened to Fangs that don’t feed and stay
awake too long, and it wasn’t much better for the ones that went
into hibernation when food got scarce.

Grumbling loudly and cursing his lot in life,
he stepped into the anteroom for the observation deck. Something
that caught his attention was that the doors leading from the other
sections were all locked, for some reason. He mentally shrugged;
probably just another bullshit prank by one of the Fangs. Grigoire
again, more than likely. Tony had come damn near to demoting
Grigoire to “Fred’s helper,” and he’d only been talked down from it
by the rest of the Fangs pointing out it would be a bad
precedent.

Fred finally reached the observation deck—and
immediately sensed that something was off. Next to one of the doors
was a Reboot, and it was looking directly at him. Somewhere in the
back of his mind, he recognized it as the one he’d caught on a
skateboard.

And it talked.

“Sorry, bro. This’ll only last a couple of
minutes.”

The zombie flicked a switch, and closed the
door between the two of them. Before Fred could even register what
had happened, the outer shutters for the observation canopy slid
open, letting the cold light of three full moons in through the
viewport.

 


“Goddamnit, Tony. Fred was supposed to be
here five minutes ago. I’m hungry!” Hephaestus, the ship’s
navigator, was the whiniest of the Fangs. Whining was irritating to
everyone, and only aggravated all the worst traits of the inborn
jerk in each of the rest of the Fangs.

Not that any of them were going to win Miss
Congeniality. Even Fangs considered all other Fangs
jerks.

Tony scowled, and made a quick revision in
the feeding order. “You’ll get your share, Hephaestus, just like
the rest of us. Today, you’re going last, though, and if you make
another single peep about it I swear to all the dark and sharp
things of the Underworld that you’ll be floating home.”

Hephaestus looked down, cowed by his
superior. Grigoire and Barnabas shared a nasty grin. Any suffering
was good suffering, as far as they were concerned, and for
Barnabas, this meant he got to move up one in the queue.

The intercom started up with a pop and a
crackle. Tony rolled his eyes. Another malfunction. They’d stopped
using the intercom on his orders because they were all playing
“dueling DJ” on the damn thing for the first six years of the trip.
Grigoire was the first to look up and cock his head to the side. “I
know this song…”

“I see the bad moon arising.

I see trouble on the way…”

Tony had particularly keen hearing, and he
was the first one to hear the main doors for the medical bay open,
even past the music. He turned away from Heph towards the door.
“About time, Fred. The damn intercom is on the fritz again.
Besides, this vampire likes his room service prompt—” Tony didn’t
even have to take the milliseconds to sweep his eyes to the door to
know what was wrong. He heard it, and smelled it. Fred was a
monster, and bigger than ever; the more moonlight he took in, the
more powerful he became when he wolfed out. All Weres were that
way; luckily, Earth only had one moon to shed its light on all the
dark creatures she possessed. Fred had become a nightmare of eight
feet of hair, claws and jaws, and had murder in his dark eyes.

 


They were running, but not nearly fast
enough.

Fangs and Weres were both blessed with many
dark gifts. Strength enough to topple buildings, supernatural
senses, and in the Fangs’ case remarkable powers of persuasion.
Provided, of course, the individual Fang trying to do the
persuading wasn’t a complete douchebag. There are some things not
even supernatural manipulation can overcome.

Like being a douchebag. Or an enraged and
moonlight-drunk Werewolf in full form.

They were also inhumanly fast. Of the two
species, though, the Weres were faster, and Tony cursed this racial
difference now more than ever. Fred had been on top of the group
before anyone could even bare his fangs. They had been in the
medical bay for blood, and blood they received; it was splattered
messily on every surface. Some of it was Fred’s, but most of it was
his vampiric compatriots’.

Fred regenerated at an incredible rate; they
could have, as well, if they were supplied with fresh blood, but
the only fresh blood was in Fred’s veins and…he wasn’t exactly
cooperating.

So they had run; Fred’s Change could only
last so long, if he didn’t come in contact with moonlight.

For some reason, though, every single
viewport shutter was wide open. Due to the way the ship was
positioned above the planet they were supposed to be surveying and
evaluating, they had visible moons on almost every side; three
completely full ones above them, in relation to the ship’s
rotation. Fred kept getting stronger, and they kept running. There
was no silver on the entire ship; the Mission Planners from the
Home Service reasoned that Fangs or Weres killing each other would
be suicide. Without food, the Fangs would wither and sleep and
maybe die before they could get back to Earth. So no silver.

As for the Fangs, the planners counted on
“safety in numbers,” or so the brochure said. A single Were
couldn’t hope to overpower the rest of the crew by his (or her,
though female Weres were much rarer) self. That should have
kept the Fangs in control. Obviously, the planners hadn’t counted
on a situation like this one—multiple moons, all the viewports wide
open, ship in orbit, and no way to get the ports shut without
getting torn into tiny pieces. Well, someone might have been
able to get the ports shut in one section, if he volunteered to be
the one that would end up shredded. Right. That was never
going to happen. An altruistic, self-sacrificing vampire? Get real.
One of the reasons they made it through getting Turned in the first
place, rather than ending up another messy victim on a slab, was
the fierce determination to live no matter what it cost.
Which was, when you thought about it, more or less the definition
of being self-centered.

So they ran, desperately.

“He’s right behind us, we’ve got to move!”
Grigoire’s voice was a shrill scream; he had lost his left arm in
one of the running battles, and it was only now starting to
regenerate. Barnabas looked worse, almost as bad as a fresh Reboot;
cuts and grievous wounds covered his entire body. He was holding
his guts in with both arms and hobbling pitifully on a leg that had
been twisted completely around in its socket. They all felt so
weak. They were past due for their blood ration from Fred; it
didn’t help that he was spilling their claret, expending their life
force with each swipe of his claws or flashing of his horrid jaws.
They also were looking to each other with hunger; they could drain
one of their own, replenish their strength…but Fred was chomping at
their heels and they didn’t even have time for that.

“I know, goddamnit, but we can’t stop to open
any of the doors, or he’ll catch up with us!” Beneath the panic and
terror clouding his mind—two sensations that Tony had not
experienced in millennia—an analytical part of him wondered why
most of the doors they came to were locked. It was almost as if
they were being herded somewhere, driven ever forward by the beast
at their backs.

“What’re we going to do, Tony? Oh fuck!—”
Hephaestus went flying ahead of the group, tossed bodily by Fred.
He slammed into a bulkhead with a sickening and wet crunch; his
ribs were protruding from his back from the force of the blow.
Recognition clicked for Tony; they were at the airlock! Without
thinking, he shoved the other two Fangs into it, then kicked
Hephaestus inside, while hitting the activation relay so hard that
the housing around it bent and creaked. In a split second, the
inner airlock doors closed with a snap-hiss. Fred barreled into the
door, his fury fueling strike after strike against it. His claws
raked against the metal to fruitlessly send showers of sparks into
the air, and he howled impotently at having his prey so close but
out of reach at the same time. Even if he’d had the mind to use
controls, they weren’t where he could get at them. Shipside door
airlock controls were all on the inside of the airlocks for a
reason. Nobody could get shoved inside unconscious and spaced that
way, or at least, not easily. You could override from the
main control room, but that would take some significant planning,
and Fred was not exactly thinking in this state.

Tony put his back against the bulkhead. He
was in better shape than the others, but only marginally.

They were safe. Tony automatically began to
plan. They could put on suits to keep from getting cold-damaged and
protect them from sunlight. Grigoire could get to either the
control room or the aux control from outside and override the
viewports. Without moonlight, Fred would change back to human form
back eventually no matter where in the ship he was. Or, they could
just wait him out, hoping he’d stay in this section.

They all began to chuckle, which broke down
into fullout uproarious laughter. They didn’t really breathe, but
it was a stress reaction that their dead bodies still remembered.
It was a ghastly sight, in truth: four broken bodies, dead in most
ways that counted, laughing and spilling more blood all over the
deck. Tony had to wipe blood-tears from his eyes, he was laughing
so hard. Fred continued to rage outside of the door, pounding
against it relentlessly with his impossibly powerful fists.

Their laughter died as one when one of the
space suits that was stored in a wall alcove stood up straight. The
blast visor flipped up to reveal a Reboot inside of it, illuminated
by the harsh helmet lights.

 


The grav kicked off, right on schedule, as I
raised the blast-shield on the suit. I looked at them through the
visor, and all they could do was look at me in stunned silence as
they rose slightly from the floor. I knew that this made no sense
to them, that this was so out of character for a Reboot even their
lightning reflexes would not be able to save them, especially
without footing. So, baring my busted teeth through my patchwork
lips in the most evil Bond-villain grin I could manage, I said,
“Adios, suckers.” In two smooth motions, I flipped them “the bird,”
and then snapped up the safety for the outer airlock doors. In the
old movies, they used to show people getting sucked into space in a
rush of atmosphere, trying to scrabble and hang on to anything they
could. It doesn’t really work like that, though, not when no one is
ready for it, anyway. One second, the Fangs were there. The next, I
felt a slight jolt against my restraint harness, and they were gone
into the blackness, like darts out of a blowgun. There was nothing
in the airlock but me and my suit; it was like Tony and the rest of
his bastard brethren never even existed.

Then I waited; being a Reboot, I’m pretty
good at that. When the banging from the other side of the door
subsided, I waited some more. Couldn’t hurt to be too careful, and
besides, we had a plan. Stick to the plan. In movies, it was when
you didn’t stick to the plan that things went off the rails. So, I
just floated there, whistling some old commercial jingles to
myself. Funny how that stuff sticks in your mind. I don’t drink
anything, but there I was, rattling the words to a cola commercial
around in my head, or what was left of it. Halfway through it, the
outer doors closed and the chamber repressurized, and the grav came
back on again. I unhooked myself from the restraint harness,
looking to the door. There was a flash of hazard lights, and the
heavy blast doors opened. On the other side, as planned, was
Pete.

“Dude…is that you?”

“No, it’s Hannibal Lecter. I’ve come for you,
Clarice.” I trotted forward, enjoying the feeling of the artificial
gravity again; weightlessness isn’t my thing, even though my
stomach doesn’t really get queasy anymore. “Where’s Fred?”

“Probably sleeping it off somewhere, man.
When he trips bad like that, he usually gets a killer headache
afterwards. Dude, are you sure that we can trust him?”

“Pete, we’ve gotten this far. Time to take it
the last mile.” Besides, he was the only one who knew how to fly
this boat. While we could probably sit up here for a while,
eventually orbit would decay and then…a very fancy cremation. It
was now, or never.

 


Fred did wake up with a headache. If he had
been cognizant enough through the immense pain to think about it,
he would have declared that this was the worst headache in the
history of man, living or unliving. Once the pain went from
mind-blanking to merely Olympic, he started to remember—or notice—a
few things.

Like the fact that his clothing was in
pieces, which meant he’d almost certainly Changed. And that his
last real memory, before the usual flash of blood and screaming and
then nothing but red, red rage, was of three full moons staring
down at him, as if they were laughing at what would come next.
And…and a Reboot opening the ports.

While talking?

No, that part had to be a hallucination. His
mind did that sometimes, right at the Change, as if it was trying
to protect him from what was coming.

Looking around, he took stock of his
situation. He was in a storeroom for tools. Sometimes when he
wolfed out, the others would corral him into a room and lock him in
until his Change wore off. Then he noticed that the door was torn
inwards, and that there was blood all over it.

“What the hell is going on?” His voice was
thick and scratched. Even though he regenerated constantly, roaring
and howling a lot took its toll on his human-again vocal cords.
“Grigoire? Antonio? Anyone?” His eyes caught movement in the
hallway beyond the door; a person-shaped smudge of shadow against
shadows. Probably one of the Fangs here to chew him out for busting
the door.

“Hey, which one of you assholes made a Reboot
open the shutters in the observation deck? There were three
goddamned full moons out there!” The figure stepped through the
ruined door; it was dressed in a space suit, obscuring the
identity.

“Oh, that was me. Sorry about that, friend.”
Friend? He’d been called plenty while on this flight, with some of
it so off-color that the Dark Prince, hell-red bastard that he was,
would’ve blushed upon hearing it. But he’d never been called
friend.

“Seriously, who is that in there?” That voice
wasn’t familiar either. Had they—no, surely they hadn’t been
intercepted by another ship! Okay, there’d been rumors of FTL in
the works but nothing but rumors…

The figure seemed to look down at itself.

“Oh, the suit.” The suited figure took off
its helmet; beneath was the Reboot that had looked at Fred
funny-like a few days ago. It grinned. A Reboot grinning…

“I’m the local Sheriff,” it drawled. “Heard
there was some trouble. Looked like you could use a hand,
pard.”

He felt exactly the way he’d felt when he’d
been taze-stunned at the end of his first Change by the Norm cops.
“All the demons of hell, it talks!”

Could a Reboot look sheepish? This one
shrugged, anyway. “Uh, yeah. About that. Name’s Skinny Jim. Pleased
to meet you, Fred.”

Fred was so flabbergasted by this turn of
events, that he found himself deep in a conversation before the
“stunned” wore off. Oh, he had heard about the “intelligent”
Reboots, but he’d always thought they were an urban legend. The
entire “zombie uprising” had occurred decades before Fred was even
born, after all, and the general consensus among people of his
generation had been that the “King of the Zombies” had been nothing
more than a figment of the fevered imaginations of the authorities.
Either that, or a manufactured “threat” to give them the power to
do pretty much what they wanted to do with the Paras.

Joke was on him, it seemed.

Joke was—even more so—on the Fangs, who were
drifting in a decaying orbit right now, and who would, if not
rescued, eventually come to a fiery end, conscious and starving
most of the way. Serves the bastards right, all said and done.
Just wish I could see it.

They spent a good long while talking. The
Reboot explained his plight, and what he had done about it. Fred
wanted to be angry, wanted to be filled with righteous fury for
being used. He knew that he should destroy the Reboot, and flush
the rest out of the pen and into space, then report back to the
Home Service immediately.

But he couldn’t bring himself to do any of
these things. It didn’t take him long to decide that things had
just become a lot more interesting on the UES Cenotaph, and he
suspected…a lot more peaceful, too. No more getting drained to feed
evil bastard Fangs. No more orders from Tony, needling from
Grigoire, bitching from Hephaestus, or dueling with Barnabas.
Taking stock of everything, Fred was suddenly happier than he had
been in over a century and a half.

“Well, how about that. You know, Jim, I’d
shake your hand, but—” He shrugged uneasily, looking at the
deck.

Skinny Jim didn’t have much in the way of an
expressive face, what with the sunken eyes, retracted lips
displaying broken teeth, and shriveled-taut skin, but somehow he
conveyed resignation. “Yeah, I know, I’m a zombie.”

“Hey, it could come off!”

They both shared a laugh, although the
Reboot’s was kind of wheezy. It was the first real laugh that Fred
had had for many, many years. One not tainted by
schadenfreude, or at the expense of someone else. It felt
good, and it felt clean. Fred also noticed that it was as if a
weight was off of his shoulders, and that was also good,
welcome.

A smile broke out over his face. He didn’t
immediately notice when another Reboot trudged up behind Jim.

“Oh, Fred, I want you to meet Pete. Fred,
Pete. Pete, Fred.”

The skateboarding one! Fred goggled. He felt
his eyes bulging when it opened its mouth. “Yo, dude. ’Sup?”

“Ye gods, two of them! I mean…two of…you…” It
wasn’t every day that a werewolf met a talking zombie, much less
two of them. The shock wore off quickly, though; after the
rollercoaster of emotions, combined with his still monstrously bad
headache, he didn’t have the energy to stay stunned and stupid for
too long. “So, why didn’t you guys talk earlier? Why didn’t you
flush me out of the airlock with the rest of those
scum-suckers?”

Jim stepped forward. “You remember Xavier.
Right? The ‘Zombie Emperor’? After that, any of us that seemed to
possess any greater cognitive ability than your average jar of mayo
were exterminated. Being anything but another mindless deader
didn’t do much for anyone’s survival chances.”

“Yeah, but that still doesn’t answer why you
didn’t flush me out of the ship, also. If I weren’t cool with this,
I could take the ship back to Earth. Or just rekill you myself and
save the Home Service the trouble.” Fred placed his hands on the
hips of his tattered jumpsuit, trying to present a strong front,
even though he wasn’t truly feeling it.

“Honestly, that was the weakest part of the
plan. But, you suffered just as much as we had under the Fangs, if
not more; they actively hated you, while we were just scenery and
mildly useful furniture. So, I—I mean, we—took a chance. It was
worth it to see Tony’s face when all the atmo got sucked out into
the aether and them with it.”

A fiendish smile crept across Fred’s face.
“Damn, I wish I could’ve seen that, actually.”

“Good news is, I recorded it via the ship’s
security system. Wanna see it?”

“Bet your ass I do.” He paused, thinking for
a moment. “Well, what do we do now? We can’t really go back to
Earth, which isn’t that big of a loss. Place is a hole, or at least
it was when I left.”

Skinny Jim nodded. “Me and Pete thought about
that. We figured that finding a decent planet with lots of yellow
sun would be a good start, one that can bake us nice and leathery.
High UV to sterilize the bacteria. Kill the rot, and a little oil
solves most of our problems. For you, well, pick one with no moons
and plenty of stuff for you to munch on, or only one moon and stuff
the Were can eat, and when you go human again you’ve got the ship’s
garden. As for everything else—” he pulled out a deck of playing
cards from his pocket, “have you ever played poker?”

 


It took us a while, but we found pretty much
what we were looking for. Yellow phase star, no moons and not a lot
of exploitable resources. Someplace that wouldn’t off-hand look too
attractive to the Home Service. We called it “Planet Hawaii,” since
it was mostly islands and mostly tropical. And contrary to what you
are probably thinking, “island paradise” planets are not on the top
of the list for places to go. Home Service wants commercially
viable resources, and the number of people that can afford to
take off-world trips to tropical islands that vary only from the
same kind you find on Earth by the exotic flora and fauna are…well,
you’re not going to be able to find enough to support a single
trip, much less a resort. Nevermind that none of them would ever
live long enough to get here, even with hyper-sleep tubes. You
still age, even when you sleep.

So this was our little pocket paradise. Screw
the non-contamination directive, our seeds would grow here, so
besides the hydroponic garden, we figured we’d have the Reboots out
there doing the slave-labor for a little plantation for Fred, and
what with the place being mostly ocean and all, the water wasn’t
salt, so we just needed a nice big lagoon we could cut off from the
rest of the oceanic biosphere. We’d find an island that had one,
sterilize it, and seed it with algae. Once that got started we
could transplant more tilapia, and bingo. Fred would be set
forever. We did all that, and settled down, happy as beach-bums can
be.

As for us, all we needed was that nice hot
sun and oil. Fish and some of the peanuts that the greenhouse had
in it provided oil. We Reboots really didn’t need to eat
brains to keep going, so we saved the freeze-dried stuff for me and
Pete for kicks, and let the others do without. They wouldn’t touch
Fred—more of the Para influence than anything—so although they
moaned a lot, it was no big deal.

In six months, we were self-sustaining. Then
it got better, because even the moaning stopped, and I found the
Reboots scrounging some sort of fungus that they seemed happy to
munch on. At least, I think it was a fungus. It was spongy,
neon-orange, and when I tasted it, it was actually better than the
freeze-dried crap we subsisted on. I figured I would wait and see
what happened to them in the long term before I moved the stuff
onto my dinner plate, but it looked like a viable option for
the others now.

I kind of hoped whatever the orange stuff was
wasn’t sentient, but hey. Survival of the fittest and we were only
harvesting one island, so screw it. If it wanted to survive here,
it could evolve a mouth and talk to us, or grow some legs and run
for it.

Naturally, Pete didn’t hold any of my
reservations, and started chowing down as soon as he tasted it.
Whatever. While I dimly liked him for our mutual plight of undead
sentience, if he wanted to risk himself, I wasn’t going to stop
him, and I could watch him for signs of lapsing into the
usual Reboot coma due to his new diet.

Fred and I could always change over to chess
from poker if that happened.

So, Pete and I baked to a nice, healthy,
flexible brown in the tropical sun. Fred got a tan. Pete taught us
both to surf, such surfing as there was on a planet with no moons,
and we all settled down to a pretty nice and quiet life, even if I
did smell like Planters Best from the peanut oil. Fred said it was
a much-appreciated change from perma-rot. Me, I never had
noticed.

 


“Ante up, sucker,” I said, pushing my chips
across the table. I had a good hand. A really good hand. Which
meant that when Fred lost, he’d have to do my bidding, muwahaha. I
was trying to decide what that would be. I was powerfully inclined
to an external speaker system so we could play some music out here.
I was pretty sure he could rig it, and reasonably sure we could
weatherproof it. We didn’t have crazy tides due to lacking a moon,
but we did have some powerful weather systems and seriously
impressive storms.

Fred scratched the back of his head. “I feel
like I’m forgetting something.” It was our third year on planet,
and things had been humming along fairly smoothly for a while. The
other Reboots were all doing their thing, we had the luxuries we
wanted, and there wasn’t anyone to bother us in this corner of the
galaxy. The orange sponge hadn’t evolved a mouth, and Pete hadn’t
turned into a wandering corpse, so I’d added the tasty stuff to my
menu. We hadn’t bothered to check on the subspace radio for news
for over two years, since it was all more of the same. So-and-so
tin-pot dictator was toppled, new government rises, such-and-such
planet was annexed for whoever corporation, Home Service celebrates
the whatever. We in the ships might have been taking the long and
slow route, but communication was still at real-time speeds. It
mattered little to us; we were separate, insular and sufficient
unto ourselves. The only thing we got from the rest of the
civilized galaxy was that we’d set up the computer to continue the
automatic downloads of entertainment stuff, which flooded in faster
than we could watch or listen to it. Home Service did that much for
the ships, probably because otherwise the crews would kill each
other from boredom; providing they’d been less like ours had been,
that is. Life was good.

I should have realized it was too good. But,
when you’re on top, after having been in the gutter for so
long…

So here we were, at our usual game. We had a
comfortable table and lounges pulled out of the ship, set up under
what passed for trees—more like giant ferns, but they kept the sun
off. Since there wasn’t a breeze at the moment, a couple of the
Reboots were working one of those overhead pulley-fans they used to
have in India in the bungalows the English overlords lived in. Fred
had a storage-closet-brewed beer next to him. Trust humans, once
you get past basic food and shelter the next thing we think about
is booze. About a hundred yards away, little waves lapped on the
black sand—this was a volcanic beach. Behind us was the ship,
nestled up against a cliff. I had to laugh when I thought about our
landing.

“Y’know…I’m not sure that that was much of
a landing.”

“What?”

“Well, you did shear off a quarter ton of
rock off of that cliff…”

“Y’know what they say? Any landing you can
walk away from, is a good landing. So, stuff it, Wrinkles.”

We could still lift the ship if we had to.
Like, oh, if one of the really big hurricanes decided to
bear down on us. The fish and the veggies could survive one—better
we got the hell out of Dodge if one of those things put a target on
our island. So…screw it. Fred had been right. It had been a good
enough landing.

I grinned, staring at him. I could grin, now.
The last time Fred lost to me, he made me—well, I guess you’d call
them tooth veneers—to give me something that looked human-ish
again, and the oil had given me nice, flexible lips, even if they
were a bit thin. “You’re stalling. Even Pete has folded
already.”

“No, it’s not that.” A perplexed look crossed
Fred’s face. “It feels like there’s something I should have
remembered. Something important. I just can’t place my finger on
it.” I could tell that whatever it was that Fred was thinking
about, it was bugging him immensely. I decided to take his mind off
of it.

“No use, compadre. I’m not letting you
out of this hand. I’ve got plans for my winnings, and you can’t get
off that easy.” I gave him my best “gotcha” look. He was an
aggressive player, normally. That should have gotten him
back in the game, but it didn’t.

I put my cards face-down on the table. “OK,
if it bothers you that much. Did you leave your lunch on the
stove?”

He shook his head. “No, it’s not that. It
feels…important.”

“Is there an experiment you started and
forgot to check on?”

Fred scoffed. “I haven’t done an important
experiment after the time I tried to stick three Reboots together
for that—”

“I know, I remember!” If I slept, it would
have given me nightmares. “Was there a news alert? Have you checked
for one lately?”

He shook his head again, looking down at his
cards. “No, I’ve scanned for our names, the ship’s name, the Fangs’
names, everything. Got it on automatic for the ship’s computer, set
up in a way so we don’t get traced. Nothing on any of us, so far as
I can tell. It’s not that.”

“Forget to check the weather?” That had
happened once. It hadn’t been drastic, but three of the Reboots had
gotten washed out to sea, never to be seen again. No clue what
happened to them. We hadn’t exactly been vigilant about checking
for aquatic monsters. We’d pretty much figured that if something
couldn’t crawl up on land to get us, we were good.

Suddenly, we all heard the whine of a
extra-planetary booster engine powering up, quickly building to a
frantic roar. All of us turned to look at the ship; even the
Reboots craned their leathery necks in that direction.

“The hell?” I said. A single streak of
fiery exhaust burst away from the top of the ship, with the bright
point of light at the end of it blinking out of sight quickly,
leaving only the thick plume of smoke pointing like a finger,
upwards.

A big, fat, middle finger to our entwined
destinies.

“Oh,” said Fred, guilt plastered over his
face. “Shit.”

“What?” I asked, sharply. Then even more
sharply, “What?”

“That’s what I forgot.” He laid his cards on
the table, face up; nothing at all but stray cards. “Ship’s
emergency beacon. Launches automatically if the ship’s captain
doesn’t check in after a predetermined amount of time. It’s so the
Home Service can recover the ship and any assets that are left.
Tony was the only one supposed to know about it.” Fred looked up to
meet my gaze. “I discovered it while I was bored and poking around
some of the auxiliary systems one night. I kept meaning to
deactivate it, but I never got around to it.” He looked down at his
hand. “So…y’all got your bags packed?”

Oh hell. But…no point in making a deal about
it. If there is one thing I am at this point, it’s pragmatic. So
Fred screwed up. Right now screaming about it wasn’t going to
change anything; the Fangs had tried that often enough, and look
where they were now. “Any more of those things on board?”

“Just the one that I remember finding.”

“Should we change islands, or whole
planets?”

“With the Home Service involved? If we could
scoot out of this galaxy, it’d be just barely far enough.”

Bugger. Oh well. We could dump some Reboots
to leave room for food for Fred, harvest what we had, and be off
here in a reasonable amount of time. The Dark Gods in charge of our
fate only knew how far we would have to go to get out of reach. Or
if we even could.

Right. “Let’s check the news. See how close
they are to here.” That would let us know how long we had to get a
good head start. Twenty years would be nice. I could scream at Fred
all I liked once we were on the run.

Then again, given the guilt on Fred’s face,
maybe I should just let him stew on his own. Without him, we’d have
probably been drifting forever, and our plan never would have
worked. Still, it was a colossal, colossal fuckup. Deal with
what you can, while you can.

We ran for the ship, and started the computer
scanning through the news. I checked the “colonized planets” list,
Pete for the “messages from near-space” and Fred for stuff that
needed a little more hands-on than what we were doing.

Fred made a strange noise. I looked over at
him. Under his tan, he was pale. “Uh…looks like things have changed
while we’ve been going with drive on full for the past century and
change. We’ve got new neighbors. And they didn’t get there by the
long haul like us.”

Oh, I did not like the way that sounded. My
brain might not have been the best in the world, but.… “Please tell
me that doesn’t mean what I think it means.”

“We’ve got not a whole lot of room to run,
and we’re a lot slower than the competition.” He grimaced. “That’s
the long and short of it, as it were.”

Oh…hell. The Dark Gods Above
and Below were laughing at us. That rocket’s contrail had
been a middle finger after all. “No. FTL? Portal tech?” I begged
him to say no with my beady little eyes. Fred merely shrugged. A
lot changes in one hundred and some odd years. And we hadn’t been
looking for it until now. And that was my fuckup. Fred was
the techy, I was the one that had told the computer what to watch
for in the feeds. But…dammit, when we left, everyone said
FTL was impossible, and the most anyone could manage would be
near-light!

So everyone was wrong. OK, fine. Now we could
both wallow in guilt. Wallow later, move now. Definitely abandon
some of the Reboots. Run a couple of wires into the lagoon, stun
the fish, flash-freeze. We’d been taking care of the hydroponics
garden in the ship instead of letting it go to pot, so Fred was
set.

“Dude. I’ll get the Reboots harvesting
brain-balls,” Pete said, and headed out of the ship. I looked at
Fred.

“Ship’s mine,” he said. “If you guys can
handle everything else.”

It was hard to think this fast. I hadn’t
needed to in a long time. “Can we decide where we’re going once
we’re up?” I asked. That would take one thing off the list.

“Yes,” he said instantly. “If you guys can
get everything loaded back in, and whatever consumables—”

It had just occurred to me that there was
something else we could leave behind…all the crap we’d needed for
the Fangs. Best thing to do would be to sink it, so no one knew
we’d lost them. The more we could confuse the issue, the
better.

The blood-store room could hold a lot of
brain-balls…

“Have I got determination on what to dump?” I
asked. Fred just nodded. He was already busy with what I assumed
was pre-flight, pre-readiness stuff.

“As long as it isn’t me,” he added, jumping
to another set of controls.

Right. Stun the fish and harvest. Harvest
what we could from the garden and the rest of the island. Strip out
the Fang crap. Sink it in the ocean. Would it be possible to
simulate a wreck? Probably not, dammit.

I realized I was wasting time. I could think
and plan while I did the first stages.

That, and curse all the Dark Gods.

 


Seamus Murtaugh Ian ap Llowynn, who answered
to “Ian Lonagan” so far as the Home Service were concerned,
sauntered back to his office in an exceedingly contented frame of
mind. A delightful three-hour lunch in the presence of the equally
delightful Sharice from Planetary Resources Accounting, coupled
with the high probability that he would be completely idle this
afternoon, made this Púca one happy puppy. Oh sure,
technically he wasn’t supposed to be fraternizing with other
employees except under very specific and Home Service-sponsored
circumstances, but she was Planetary Resources and he was
Extra-Planetary Exploration Incidents (aka, “oh fuck, we got a
beacon”) and it wasn’t really fraternizing when they weren’t
even working in the same mega-block, much less building, much less
department, now, was it?

Ian was on his three thousandth game of
Spider Solitaire for the day when the e-mail came. This job was
virtually perfect for him; lost in the bureaucracy of Home Service,
there was very little work he was actually expected to do.

Besides, he worked hard enough chasing after
tasty tidbits like Sharice.

Home Service just didn’t appreciate that sort
of thing; heaven knew he’d petitioned to open a new position that
would let him get paid directly for just that. How else was she
supposed to stay content in her dead-end, soul-sucking Accounting
job, unless someone like him made her life exciting? Parahumans
were always a hundred times more attractive than Norms, a thousand
times better at evading actual commitments—Home Service would be
annoyed if Sharice actually got married and had a real life
and real responsibilities, as opposed to the illusory life and very
real thrills Ian was giving her. Home Service would have been even
more annoyed if someone like a Fang had moved in on her, and
possibly even Turned her. Whereas, with a Púca, she was safe from
Turning into anything, and Ian had several hundred years’ worth of
experience at ditching someone if she somehow did begin to want
more out of him than she was ever going to get.

Annoyed at the distraction from his
diversion, Ian closed the game and opened his e-mail. “Well,
this is depressingly different.”

It was an automatic notification from a
broadcast repeater satellite on the edge of the Solar System’s
frontier. It was dated as having been sent three months ago, which
was strange until he read further into the e-mail; usually any
beacons that came in were within minutes of “Special
Circumstances.” Those circumstances usually being that another crew
had gone batshit insane and torn itself to pieces, or that a ship
had pancaked into a rogue asteroid or some other such cosmic
mishap. Lowest bidder, after all, and it was difficult to find
competent Fangs or Fur engineers. Paras still made up most
of the crews, even with third-generation FTL. They were still the
toughest things around, and with what was Out There, you wanted a
crew that was hard to kill.

“That explains it.” The e-mail listed that
the beacon was one hundred and forty eight years old, launched four
months prior. The older generation ships were very bare-bones
affairs, and the tech capabilities were almost literally light
years behind what was available now. He hadn’t seen a beacon from
one of these babies in…well, more than a year. He checked the ship
list; this one hadn’t been heard from in three years. Plenty of
reasons for that, really, so no one had checked on it.

What was interesting was the partial log
recovered from the beacon. The ship had landed. And had
stayed that way, while still receiving Galaxy Net feeder
streams.

“Keeping an ear to the ground for the
cavalry, huh?”

No moon. Lots of sun. Looked as if the
onboard Fur had done the impossible, overcome the Fang crew, and
hijacked the ship.

I seriously don’t have the time or
patience for a wolf hunt. Who’ll wine and dine Sharice in the
meantime? He’d have to check out a scouter from Home
Service—oh, the paperwork!—put in an appropriations request for
ship, cash, and supplies, head out to that backwater, look for the
ship…

And unless the Fur in question was a terrible
pilot and the ship had been so damaged in landing it couldn’t take
off again, it was unlikely that the ship would still be
there. Which meant another round of paperwork, getting
authorization to search the galactic neighborhood…

“A fracking snipe-hunt,” he said aloud with
disgust. It could be months. Years! And at the end of it he’d have
to try to wrangle a pissed off Werewolf. A pissed off old
Werewolf, which compounded the problem. The older a Fur got, the
tougher he got. And meaner. And this one had dispatched a full Fang
crew, which argued that he was very tough and very mean indeed.

It was the same for many Parahumans, granted.
Still, far more aggravation than Ian wanted to deal with. And no
prospects for romancing tasty females, human or Para. What
to do? How to avoid this? He’d been hired to deal with dead ships,
not rogue ones. This was not his skillset!

Inspiration struck Ian like a ton of bricks.
Why not just do what he always did when responsibility came
a-knockin’?

He opened up the Rolodex—an antique novelty
gift from one of his exes—and started flipping through it.
Someone reliable, but replaceable. No one from in-house.
Inexpensive is a plus…there! Ian punched up the ident number
into the vid-phone, which picked up on the first ring.

“HB Investigations.” The face was male, and
rather forgettable, the sort of face that could get lost in any
crowd. It was also not the face of a receptionist, which meant the
Boggart in question was not in a financial position to hire anyone.
Good. Lean and hungry; he’d probably jump at the chance to get a
case from Home Service.

Ian licked his lips, smiling. “Mr. Boggart, I
represent Home Service, Extraplanetary Incidents Division. It seems
that I have a job for you.”

 


***
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The Boggart cut the connection, and wondered
if he had been a little too hasty…but a completely unnecessary
check of his credit balance and the sure and certain knowledge that
there were several bills coming due soon made him shake his head a
little. The fee was probably woefully small by the standards of
that smartly-dressed Púca on the other end of the connection, but
he had wrangled half up-front and a per diem and a
finder’s fee if he actually discovered the ship in standard
salvageable shape. The half up-front would cover all those bills
and then some. Home Service could certainly afford it. And what
neither the Púca nor Home Service knew, of course, was that he
wasn’t exactly going to have what you would call “traveling
expenses” even though he was charging the per diem for them. A
little extra cash for greasing palms never hurt, though. He’d pad
that in later as “itemized expenses,” but he’d need the cash up
front. He drummed his fingers on his old desk; he’d had it a long,
long time, and it was an antique at this point. Real wood. Not
worth trying to sell, though, they’d made a crap-ton of these
things back in the day, and they’d been made to last, so there were
still a lot of them around, most in much better shape than his. It
was scuffed and battered, and the top had more coffee rings than he
had ever bothered to count. There were two chairs in here, an
ancient sofa that he slept on when he actually slept, big built-in
bookcases full of battered old-fashioned paper books, and two giant
old wardrobes that held clothing and other things necessary in his
job. No one ever gave them a second glance since hardly anyone but
an antiquarian knew what a wardrobe was anymore. Through the only
other door was the reason he’d rented and held onto this particular
office, although it was in a far-from-convenient part of town: the
full bathroom, from back when this whole building had been owned by
a single firm, and this had been one of the executives’ offices. He
lived here. Not that the landlord was aware of that. There was no
good reason to have an apartment, really, not with food stalls
within walking distance, and a perfectly good couch.

His mail pinged, and he pulled up the file
from Home Service. UES Cenotaph. Ha ha. Had to have been an
early ship, they’d run out of graveyard humor names for the
exploration vessels pretty early on in the process and just started
assigning the names of old hurricanes; start at one end of the
alphabet with a name book, and work your way down. So, standard
crew, hold full of Reboots, one Fur, four Fangs.

Well, the obvious first-cause would be
the Fang Council of Elders; the Nests had their fingers into every
little dirty enterprise imaginable, just like the old Norm mobs, so
chopping up a ship was small time for them. Before he even opened
the file, that was his assumption. It was vanishingly unlikely the
Fur had taken the thing over, but the proximity of the ship going
missing to when FTL went commercial was just too much to be a
coincidence. There had been no few ships that went down that
way—more than the Home Service was ever going to admit. A little
private subspace radio exchange, spacing your resident Fur
twenty-four hours before rendezvous with an Elder Corsair, and
Bob’s your uncle. It was easy enough for the Fangs to manufacture
new IDs for the mutineering crew, and even easier for them to
vanish into the Fang Nests once they’d gotten themselves the
“dowry” of one fourth of a ship. Strip the ship for parts, or refit
her and pull all the ID, and sell her to an Indie spacer or pirate
fleet who wouldn’t ask any questions; standard MO for the Elder
Nests.

The Púca’s notes, though.…

Ship reported being landed under control
on a no-moon, G-class sun and water world. Huh. Unlikely as
it seems, this would point to a takeover by the Were engineer.
Beacon goes up, and no big shock, Home Service didn’t even do a
looky-lou, figuring by the time they got there the ship would be
gone. No wonder the Púca had contracted this out. He didn’t
want to have to charter something from a settled system, then go
out to nowhere to find nothing and a cold trail. On the other
hand…it wasn’t as if the Boggart had anything pressing on his desk.
He could put up with a lot of tedium for a per diem.

Curiouser and curiouser. And it stayed put
for three years. In fact the beacon had gone up while it was
on-planet in the same place it had landed. Three years? What was
the Fur-face waiting for? Furs were almost as well organized as the
Fangs were; aggressive, territorial, and strong as hell when they
wanted to be, they had expanded hard and fast on the early
exploratory crews, and even more so once FTL became commonplace.
Could it be that he was able to call up a Pack to hijack the ship,
even the odds with the Fangs?

What if it was…both? “Rendezvous with a
Corsair and let us off with—” What? Well maybe they’d found
something valuable, had dumped the Reboots and packed the hold with
it. Call it Unobtanium. “—let us off with the Unobtanium, you get
the ship and your choice of worlds.” No moon, and an island
paradise to call your own…might not appeal to an Alpha Fur, but a
Zeta, maybe. Point being, maybe there was some MacGuffin that made
the deal attractive to the Were. That could complicate things.

Or…if the Boggart had had hair, it might have
stood up on the back of his neck. Or it might be a Lone Wolf. Lones
were rare, and rightly so. The Pack generally did not tolerate any
member that unsocial; and their intolerance was generally lethal.
Lones were therefore that much more unpredictable and smart. Most
of the strongest ones got out on the early flights, over a hundred
years ago. Nowadays you found them on border worlds, or scamping
through freighter lines.

Work the latter two theories then. Hijacking
by Pack or Nest, because Nest Elders were smart enough to set a
ship down on auto just to confuse the issue, or collusion between
the Elders and a Loner. He shook his head; speculation without more
evidence was worthless at this point. It was time to track down
what few leads he had.

In the ancient days a PI would have hit the
pavement. The Boggart flexed his fingers. There was still
shoe-leather involved, but the first step these days was to hit the
net. See what I can dig up on the turkeys they had on this
crew.

 


Hours later, the Boggart emerged from the sea
of information with some nuggets. He leaned back in the chair; its
elderly mechanism complained faintly. “Down lights,” he ordered;
the office AI obeyed. He thought better in the dark. Fred Stewart
had had no real Pack to speak of. The Fangs had all been from
different Nests with different Elders. The Boggart shook his head.
There didn’t seem to be enough of a connection to suggest that some
Elders had cooked up a plot to hijack the ship. He very much
doubted that the Fangs had colluded to do it on their own. What in
hell had Home Service been thinking, back then? Well, maybe that
was the point, they hadn’t actually been thinking at all.

Or maybe that had been long enough ago that
the old, clandestine “attrition policy” had been active. There had
been plenty in Home Service that had figured the best way to be rid
of the Paras on old Earth was to ship them out and let them tear
each other to small, bloody bits. Stupid, of course. All you got
out of that was a hijacked ship and one or two really
powerful Paras with a hankering to taste Home Service blood. But,
that’s how things had been done back then. Stupid, and wasteful;
which seemed to be par for the course even nowadays (just the
current wastefulness was in a different direction), but that was
beside the point. Stewart did, however, have a “cousin;” someone
Turned by the same Pack Leader. As good a place as any to start. He
was currently on the edge of the solar system, working a mining
platform in the Kupier Belt; interesting oddity there, because it
was honest work, albeit dirty and extremely dangerous.

He did a little more data-mining and poking,
but couldn’t come up with any other connections. Even the Fang
Nests that the four Fangs had come from didn’t seem particularly
interested in seeing them home again, and that had been
before the ship went missing. That settled it; he’d book
himself as freight for the next tramp freighter scheduled for that
sector, and see what he could shake from the bushes. From there,
it’d be onward to the planet Fred had landed on for his three-year
vacation. Who knew? The ship might still be there, case solved, or
at least, solved to the point Home Service wanted; he could collect
his check and look for another gig. Home Service cared more about
the equipment than the personnel; his term would be completed, and
they’d send some bounty hunter after whatever was left of the crew.
If there was anything, it was barely possible he’d find a bunch of
Reboots wandering around and the withered remains of Fur and Fangs;
space accident was still a valid explanation for this whole
mess.

He put together his traveling crate. He was
not, after all, a creature that required very much in the way of
resources. A little water, a little food, and air—and that was only
on the front and back-end of the trip. For the rest…baggage class.
That was why he was going to bill as if he was a paying passenger
on these boats, but end up paying for nothing but a crate mostly
full of nothing. Fey spirits of his sort didn’t need anything but
their anchors. In his case, the anchor was a busted pocket watch.
Air bottle, check. Water bottle, check and full. “Food,” well, he
wasn’t fussy, and that was bars of the “one-bar, one-meal” stuff
they fed military grunts; they tasted like lemon-flavored chalk,
but it was better than nothing. Gun. Oh yes, the gun.

An old fashioned .455 Webley-Fosbery, an
antique, actually, like the P.I.s in ancient films carried. It was
as heavy as an anvil, and as accurate as any L-gun he’d ever fired.
It had a history, and was definitely not all that it seemed. He
could have sold it for a small fortune, and would sooner have sold
his soul, assuming he had a soul to sell. No one expected a Para to
carry a slug-thrower, especially not an antique. Swords, knives,
bows, sure. In the case of Fangs, whatever was newest, shiniest,
and expensive. Not a gun. Something about a lot of Paras being
unable to fully adapt to the times; immortality did that to some.
And some were just plain allergic to iron and steel; the Púca was
probably one of those. It wasn’t just the gun, though, it was the
bullets. You had to have just the right bullets for a job like this
one.

All was in order. All he had to do was make
the call and the pay the shipping fee, seal himself inside, and the
pickup bots would do the rest. It wasn’t the first time his chosen
shipping company had gotten the crate from a seemingly empty
office, or delivered it back to the same office, and it wouldn’t be
the last. The bots didn’t care as long as they had the lock code
for the door and the fee had cleared the bank.

He always preferred dealing with bots. They
had no curiosity, which suited this Boggart just fine.

 


The Boggart slipped in ethereal form outside
the crate several times during the trip, just to check on the
progress, but never long enough to trip the gremlin-sensors. The
very last thing he needed was some freighter-bull coming in the
back to check for hitchhikers. The Boggart wondered if there was
ever a minotaur stuck in that gig; it’d have a nice bit of
symmetry. And if there was one thing that the Home Service
did show from time to time, it was the odd moment of whimsy.
Flunkies like Ian had to keep themselves entertained somehow, and
the Home Service cube-farm staff was about ten percent Paras. Which
only went to show that there were bureaucrats everywhere. There was
a rumor that Home Service had even considered hiring demons,
because they were so good at bureaucracy, but in a rare
moment of good sense, they’d decided against it.

Tempting as it was to swap briefly to a solid
body and snitch something from the galley, that would be a dead
giveaway of his presence, and the Boggart confined himself to
checking on their ship’s progress. Slow but steady. He’d pre-booked
a bunk at the hostel—there were two kinds of housing at these
mines, capsule-hotels like the hostel, which were basically
self-contained bunks, and company housing, which was basically a
capsule in a shipping container that gave you about the same amount
of space as a prison cell, with slightly better amenities. Some
outfits still used open-hold barracks housing, but that hardly ever
turned out well nowadays; too many “special needs” employees,
whether it be need for blood, UV intolerance, weakness to cold
iron, or a violent reaction to garlic. His shipping crate would be
delivered to the hostel, he could climb out of it and check in. It
was bot-run, he’d checked on that, so there would be no questions
about where he came from or how he got there. Once checked in, he’d
use the uplink in his capsule to place a call to the Púca,
confirming his presence at the mine. Helped to create a paper
trail; when he made out his expense report he would need to be able
to prove he’d gone where he said he had. Have to justify
everything for the bean-counters back at Home Service. In
between progress checks there was just a lot of waiting. The hold
was pressurized, but not climate controlled, and it was
quarantined. Some ships just loaded everything into bigger shipping
containers and strapped it all to naked frames exposed to space,
but this was a smaller, older model that carried stuff that
couldn’t take hard vacuum.

Mind, even hard vacuum didn’t get rid of
gremlins; no such thing as a perfect vacuum, after all, and
gremlins would latch onto anything. But that wasn’t his problem.
The point was, he had to pretty much stay ethereal so he wouldn’t
use up his consumables. But a P.I. job had always involved a lot of
waiting, whether it was staking out a wandering spouse, or drowsing
away a long wait to get to where you were going. One reason why he
was in this job; he was good at waiting.

The trip was boring and uneventful, the
docking routine, the delivery—by which time he was in corporeal
form again, and using his air and food and water—also routine. The
automated desk asked no questions at the hostel, and within an hour
of checking in he was sealed in his pod and placing that call.
After making sure it was office-hours for the Púca, of course.
Wouldn’t do to inconvenience the meal-ticket. Most of the trip had
been made at sublight, with the latter half traveling “backwards”
as the ship slowed itself. Without too much time dilation, there
was still a stretch that had put him out of sync, star-lagged.

“Ah,” the creature said, then blinked at
something he read on his end. “Where in all the hells of Earth are
you? A mine?” Dumb bunny doesn’t know how this sort of
thing shakes out.

“Fur had bloodline kin here,” the Boggart
said shortly.

“Oh.” The Púca leaned in to look at the
screen. “Are you in a pod? What kind of shithole—”

“They don’t exactly have five-star
accommodations out here,” the Boggart pointed out. His contact
shuddered. Anything less than executive suites and room service on
call were foreign to the company man. “I’m just checking in, per
the contract. I’ll let you know one way or the other after I
contact the other Fur.”

“And Home Service appreciates your
exactitude. I’ll expect your call; if I don’t take it, leave it for
my message service.” The Púca terminated the connection, not
wanting to waste a cent more on it, no doubt. Home Service
appreciates your exactitude…what’s he do, spend his time memorizing
a dictionary? Probably one of those “word a day” calendars;
it’d fit for his type of office drone.

He spent the next few minutes stowing what
few belongings he had with him. The pod was just over eight feet
long, four high, four wide. The bed conformed to whatever
configuration you put it in; the climate control meant linens were
not necessary. An entertainment and ’puter-pad workstation swung
out of the wall on an arm, and there was a built-in light just over
his head. Everything was a matte cream-color. The slide-down side
could take a bullet, and dark gods forbid this section had a
blowout, it would seal and the pod would become a lifepod in which
you could last as long as you didn’t die from lack of water.
Croaking the customers gave a chain a bad rep.

His next course of action would be to hit up
the local watering hole; every place like this had one as a matter
of necessity. When beings were engaged in hard and dangerous work,
they needed a designated place to unwind; otherwise, they found
other—and often more destructive—ways to release the tension. And
it had to be some place that was not owned by the Company
they worked for, or by Home Service. If such a place didn’t exist
when an outpost was established, someone would create it, off the
books, clandestinely, in warehouse space or even a ventilation
shaft if one was big enough. Off the books meant home-brewed swill
that could poison people as often as not, and worse, so far as the
Companies were concerned, was not something they could charge
duties or taxes on. So after a brief time of trying to fight such
places, the Companies now planned in spots and leased them,
collected their bit, and looked the other way. A much tidier
solution.

“Where’s the bar?” he asked the desk-bot.
They hadn’t wasted any money on this one; it was basically a
screen, an electronic slate and fingerprinter, both set into the
wall. The entire setup was covered with crude graffiti, most of it
directed towards Home Service or the bot. The tinny speaker
crackled to life.

“Please follow the directions on the screen,
and have a nice day!”

The bar was called, imaginatively,
Bar. The instructions were fairly simple. It was nowhere
near the hostel, which was portside and beside the admin housing.
It was tucked right in between the miners’ housing and the
dockworkers’ housing, and as far from admin and the port as it was
possible to get. Gave the drudge workers easy access, and allowed
the VIPs to go slumming when they wanted to.

Well, right now he’d fit right in. Deep down
inside, some part of him wanted, desperately, to cruise into the
place in a fedora, trench coat with the collar up, and a snub-nosed
stogie in hand. But do that, and he was just begging for trouble;
more than usual, at least. So…old coveralls that had once been a
sort of yellow-brown and were now mostly gray-brown with oil and
wear, baggy and saggy enough to hide the gun, over a t-shirt and
cheap pants. Face-shaped face, slightly unkempt, slightly graying
dark hair, stubble. He’d found that the face was one of the less
important details, so he had a few that he used regularly as
templates. Nevermind the fact that most Norms looked all the same
to Paras, and vice versa. And if any Company goon questioned his
being at the hostel instead of assigned housing, he’d flash his
Home Service temp ID and his permanent PI license, and say
something like he was “looking into irregularities.” That always
made Company men sweat, because there were always
irregularities, and it was their nightly prayer that no one ever
looked into theirs. Graft and corruption were the hallmarks
of civilization.

He didn’t encounter anyone though, at least,
not on the way down. It was down, too; at least as this
mining base counted things. Waste not—as they hollowed out the
rock, they had taken the surface constructions down and rebuilt
them inside. Cubic space was cubic space, after all. Smart, really;
things were safer under a skin of rock.

It did mean that there wasn’t exactly a view,
however.

To keep people from feeling as if they were
living in a hamster maze, the corridors all had two-story ceilings,
with faux sky panels over the lights. Since this wasn’t an exactly
top-tier operation, it was all low-grade and poorly fitted. Right
now, it seemed to be designated “night,” so the faux-sky showed
lots of blotches that were supposed to be stars, and the lighting
was subdued. Which meant that the garish red light-tube BAR
set into the wall beside a door was visible from the lift.
Otherwise it was just blank gray walls with doors, some with
plaques telling what they were for, the rest of the way. Not even
an attempt to make it look like a regular city street.

He pushed open the door; it wasn’t powered
like you’d find on any decent setup. A few raggedy pool tables
tucked into the corner, even more raggedy beings crowded around
them, and dim lights. The actual bar top took up most of the space.
It was lit from below, which cast everyone’s faces into sinister
and jagged shadows. Two bartenders to deal with the volume of
customers; the Boggart got the impression that this place was
probably constantly packed, as different shifts went on and off
duty. Rank smoke from cheap smokables filled the space, which no
doubt gave the air scrubbers fits, assuming that they even bothered
with them. No one looked up or noticed him coming in; he was just
another miner, beaten down and ready to forget his shift over a few
libations. Funny word, that. It meant an offering poured out
for the gods. Except this looked like a place, and people, the gods
had forgotten, and they knew it.

The Boggart trudged up to an open spot at the
bar, putting just the right amount of weary shuffle into his gait;
he’d found that getting the walk right helped sell a disguise as
much as anything. He bought a beer. He drank it, and listened.
People thought that being a PI was all about asking questions. It
wasn’t. It was all about listening unobtrusively. Then
asking the right questions to the right people. One of the
bartenders was a Norm, the other was a Para—and you didn’t have to
be a Para to pick that out. The customers had neatly segregated
themselves in front of their respective barkeeps. Like keeps with
like, and that was the rule even out here. Well, except for the
groupies. There were always groupies, at least for the attractive
Paras. You saw them in the fancy high-priced Para hangouts, the
kind that Púca probably frequented. Lots of kids wearing black and
too much makeup for the Fangs, lots of kids all primitive and
tribal for the Furs (even though the rate of Turning was a
lot lower for the Furs), and a crap-ton of kids all done up
in weird pseudo-medieval or what he liked to call ‘magic-slut’
getups for the…Others…even though there was no way in anyone’s
’verse you could get Turned into one of the Others. But no one was
winning any beauty contests out here, and no one was going to
become the poster boy for the trendy lifestyle of the Urban
Para.

The Boggart was carefully situated right at
the division between Para and Norm customers. The Norm barkeep had
served him first, but as his beer emptied, it was the Para that
approached him, recognizing him for being, at least, not
Norm. “What’ll it be? And I’ll be serving you from now on, pal;
don’t want my tips going to the Normie.” Close up, the remains of
horn buds and the goat eyes betrayed the barkeep as a satyr.
Figured. There wasn’t anything that satyrs didn’t know about booze,
and the beings that imbibed it. He’d probably had his horns
freeze-burned off so he’d fit in a standard space helmet; custom
jobs were expensive. The goat legs wouldn’t matter; most satyrs
just padded out the toes of human boots and shoved their hooves
inside. They had to wear pants and shoes pretty much everywhere,
local laws being what they were, though they generally groused
about it whenever anyone would listen.

“Shot of rye and another beer.” He waited
while his drinks were fetched, scanning the other patrons; nothing
but disinterested stares terminating at the walls. “Thanks.
Wondering if you could point me in the direction of a friend of
mine. Just hired on here. I owe him some creds, and I wanted to
settle the debt before it got any bigger.”

“Depends on who y’friend is, now doesn’t it?”
The ’tender leaned forward on the bar, putting his blunt face close
to the Boggart’s. His breath smelled like hay. Must have cost a
small fortune to import out here, unless he grew his own.

“Leroy McCandless. A Were, hard to miss. Know
of him?” The Boggart had done some research in between his ethereal
jaunts in the cargo hold, mostly from the collected files he’d
received from Ian. The Fur’s “cousin” seemed to be the North
American redneck variety of Were. While there were other Pack
variants, the majority of North American packs, for some reason,
seemed to be rednecks. Punks and skinheads in Europe, familial
clans with more blood ties in part of Asia. All of it got mixed
together in the great melting pot of space, though some kept to
type. Seldom did a Pack member go out alone; there were generally
at least three of any one Pack in any single place, even if they
might not work the same shifts. They denned together and generally
socialized together, and made basic Pack alliances with other
Furs.

“Ha! That’s a first, Leroy being owed
money. Usually the other way around.” The satyr sized him up for a
moment, then nodded. “He’s over in the corner there. He’s on the
shit-list with the local Den, so I’d be careful ’bout
asso-see-atin’ with him too much. Don’t wanna become puppy chow.”
The satyr gave a gap-toothed grin, and then moved on down the bar
to higher-paying customers.

Sounded like Leroy and his Pack-cousin were
two of a kind. The Boggart slowly turned his back to the bar,
putting his elbows up. He made sure to try to keep his face
disinterested, his expression as beaten down as the deck below the
miners’ feet. Slowly, he let his gaze pass over the area the
bartender had indicated. Bingo. The scruffy miner matched
Leroy’s picture; strangely, he looked cleaner than his picture did.
He had his back to the wall, and was hunched over his drink. He
sure didn’t look like a Loner; Loners generally looked like Alphas
on drugs, big, dangerous, and a bit crazy. Don’t want anyone
sneaking up on you, huh? I wouldn’t either, not in this
hole. The Boggart finished his shot, but held on to his beer to
sip; it looked more natural for a man to be holding a drink in a
bar than not. Handy weapon in a pinch, if it came to that. He
shuffled off from the bar lazily, weaving his way indirectly
through the crowd towards Leroy. The Boggart was doing his best to
be casual, diffident. Nothing to set off any aggression signals.
There was at least one other lupin Fur in here, and two big cats;
hard to tell for sure since they were in human form, but he
reckoned from the fact that one was black and the other Asian that
they were a leopard and a tiger, respectively. Probably both
low-level supervisors, still low enough to not be welcome in the
management club, wherever it was. Crew bosses, more than likely.
Half a dozen TommyKnockers, which you’d figure for a mine. A couple
Goblins, a couple Kobolds, ditto. No Dwarves. They specialized in
precious stuff, and this was plain old materials mining. And two
dozen Norms.

The Boggart must’ve made a misstep, however;
probably the eye contact at the last moment as the crowd parted.
Leroy looked up from his drink, and his eyes instantly locked onto
the Boggart. He sniffed once, his eyes got big, and even though he
was fully human so far as the Boggart could tell, the hair on the
back of his neck moved on its own, hackles rising.

Oh hell. Without a word, Leroy flipped
the table at the Boggart; it went sailing through the air, narrowly
missing his head and crashing into the patrons behind him as he
ducked under it. Leroy was already up and out the door before the
splinters had hit the ground.

Time to hoof it.

As the Boggart had expected, Leroy headed for
the elevators. Likeliest would be for him to make a break for the
levels below this, engineering and the mine itself. But Leroy
surprised him. Instead of grabbing one of the constantly-moving
chains and hopping on a platform, he bypassed the elevators
altogether and plunged down an access-tube beside them. By the time
the Boggart reached it, the hatch had been jammed closed from the
inside, a wrench wedged into the access bar.

He turned his attention to the slow-moving
elevators. They were the crudest possible interpretation of the
concept: a continuously moving loop of one-man platforms: you
reached in, grabbed the “chain” that connected platform to
platform, hopped on and rode to your destination. Cheap, certainly.
Dangerous, absolutely. But the Companies didn’t waste money on
amenities for grunts. And compared to the dangers of the mines,
this was trivial. Probably killed a couple miners a year, and with
all such fatalities, the Company would pay the next of kin—if there
were any to begin with—a truly generous “survivor benefit” and move
on. A couple of those a year was nothing beside the cost of “real”
elevators and maintenance. The savings were enormous. Same went for
accidents in the mines themselves. It was cheaper to pay off the
relatives than install safety equipment.

The elevators moved at a glacial rate; the
Boggart now had two options. Use the elevator, or try and figure
out where Leroy was going and find another way down and cut him
off. But this wasn’t his first time on a mining colony; he checked
for a service panel.

There was one, unsealed, right next to the
access tube. And the password and ID of “guest” worked just fine.
Morons never do learn to change those. A little poking at
the screen got him a set of cams in the tube Leroy had just thrown
himself into. The Companies might be laissez-faire when it came to
safety, but never when it came to security. Come on, come to
Papa…there! He saw the exit for the access shaft that Leroy had
taken; since most of these mines were all based off of the same
modular units, he knew exactly what to do.

Another couple of pokes showed him the layout
of the next floor, and there was only one way that Leroy could go
from that tube exit. So where to cut him off before he got to some
place branching off in more than one direction?

There. Not another tube, but a mail-chute, an
easy way to chuck deliverables from this floor to Engineering.
Advantage: it was a straight line down. Disadvantage: nothing
human-size would fit in it.

Ha.

The Boggart ran, putting on a burst of
supernatural speed. Speed Leroy would probably not try to match;
he’d figure the Boggart was going to take the first ’vator down,
and he’d have plenty of time to hide, since the exit for that tube
was on the other side of the hollowed-out rock. He made a baseball
pitch with his watch, sending it clanking down the chute; as soon
as it went out of sight, he went to the nowhere space, the Between,
and manifested himself where the watch was. Little tricks like that
could save your life, and the Boggart had a six-demon bag full of
them.

Something went squish when he
rematerialized; too small to be anything but an imp or a
gnome. Lucky break; it wasn’t anything alive; he’d only
landed on someone’s lunch, probably pitched down the tube by a
spouse. But it wasn’t damp, so he didn’t worry about it; he just
grabbed the watch, shoved it back in the pocket it belonged in, and
pelted to intercept Leroy. They met at an intersection just before
a bulkhead; the Boggart was expecting it, so he lowered his
shoulder and threw his weight into Leroy. The Were crumpled and
followed the Boggart’s momentum into a wall towards the bulkhead;
he was cornered, now. The Boggart felt what was coming before he
even knew what was happening; he leaped back a pace, giving Leroy
some room.

“You done pissed off the wrong set of teeth
and claws this time, asshole!” Leroy had gone partway Changed;
wicked claws had burst from his nails, and his teeth and hair had
elongated to cast his features in a feral light. Leroy roared
mightily—until the Boggart busted him right in the mug, hard.
Letting the Fur posture and build up steam would only work against
his purpose, after all. He kept it up, smacking him hard in the
face with an open palm and alternating it with slugs to the gut.
Leroy was forced to back up, drawing his arms—and thus those
too-dangerous claws—in close to protect his body and face. Leroy
was definitely not a Loner Alpha; too much ground given, too fast.
But, he still had the wolf buried under his skin. Once his back hit
the bulkhead, he got some more fight in him. Slashing both arms
down and outward with a roar, he forced the Boggart to retreat a
step.

“Don’t force this any further than it is,
Leroy. It’ll only end hard for you.” Leroy didn’t seem very
inclined to listen. He howled loud enough to shake the dust off of
the overhead pipes, and then lowered his head to charge. In one
smooth motion, the Boggart drew the Webley-Fosbery and fired the
large-caliber round at a pipe several feet in front and above
Leroy. It burst spectacularly with the impact, spraying coolant
directly into the Were’s face. Leroy yelped and jumped back,
temporarily blinded and definitely startled. That was all the
Boggart needed; just enough time to slip his hand into the
coveralls’ hip pocket and get out the silver-plated brass
knuckles.

Time to get to work.

He started with Leroy’s face, and didn’t
stop; he just kept working his jaw, over and over. Leroy would try
to push himself up, but the Boggart would just kick his legs out
and do it all over again. That was one thing about beating the
monkey-shit out of a Para; it took a lot of goddamned work,
sometimes. The Boggart kept going until Leroy’s face looked like a
tenderized steak; one of his eyes was closed up and he was spitting
out blood and more than a couple of teeth. He’s had it, the
Boggart thought as he raised his fist a final time.

“Hold it, hold it! I’ll talk, I’ll go
wit’cha! Whatever! Just don’t hit me anymore, man!” There was a
canine whine under his words, the sort of pitiful whimper a dog
made after getting whipped for shitting on the carpet; a good sign.
Now the Boggart could get some goddamn cooperation.

“Talkative, now? Hell, I thought we were both
going to get our workout out, first. Another time, maybe.” The
Boggart grabbed Leroy by the lapel of his jumpsuit, lifting him up.
“Got some questions about a cousin of yours, and a certain ship he
was on. Name of Fred, went out on one of the early voyages. Ring
any bells?”

Leroy whined, and cringed. “I don’—lemme
think! Cousin? Pack-cousin, ya mean?”

“Yeah, Pack-cousin. About a cen-and-a-half
ago. Engineer.” The Boggart kept a tight grip on the lapel, and
shook it a little.

“Ya mean Fred the Squint?” Leroy shook like a
cocker spaniel about to pee in submission. I’ve got him beat,
now. Used the stick on him, time to use the carrot. The Boggart
backed down a little, the last thing he wanted to do was get
whizzed on.

“Listen, I just need some information. You
help me, I help you. It’s not like I’m doing this for free, after
all. No reason for you not to see some of the creds, right?”

The mention of creds turned off the last of
the Fur’s reluctance. Just like that, the sap’s entire life story
came pouring out in one great torrent of uninteresting crap. He was
so sorry for this, terribly ashamed of that, and so on. What little
pertained to Fred only amounted to a hill of beans that the Boggart
could’ve figured out for himself. Fred was a Loner, that was the
first thing that the Boggart had gotten right, driven out because
of his technical aptitude in a demographic that was big on muscle
and short on brains. He got tough because of it, but decided to try
his hand at spacefaring to escape the bullshit anyways. And that’s
all that the file—or good ol’ Leroy here—knew or could infer. Once
Fred hit space, that was the last his former Pack had heard from
him. He hadn’t even arranged to bank his pay with the Pack credit
union, which was a bit of a grievance, often repeated over the
years, it seemed.

The Boggart knew that he wouldn’t get
anything else useful out of Leroy; the Were had been cowed, and had
already spilled his guts. The Boggart dropped him to the deck,
dropped a small packet of folded credits on his chest, then turned
to walk away.

And was stopped.

What he met was a wall of meat and anger; the
local Pack had decided to show up, maybe attracted by Leroy’s
howls, and led by the Asian Were.

The Boggart took his real form; sort of like
a giant-sized lawn gnome from hell. Pointed ears, dark grey skin,
black beard, and a lot of pointed teeth. “Something I can do for
you, gents?” he asked, in a warning tone.

The Fur snarled, just a little. Lifted lip,
showing dominance. “Step aside; we’ve got business with this whelp,
now that you’re done with it. Yeah?”

He moved to one side and made a sweeping
gesture towards the beaten Leroy. “Be my guest.”

The Boggart didn’t look back as he walked
away, despite Leroy’s insistent whines turning to yelps of pain.
Owed money? Insulted a pack leader? Stole someone’s bitch?

Not this Boggart’s problem.

As he trudged back to the hostel, he made a
lightning decision. So, he’d found out that the Fur was a Loner.
That made it all the more likely he’d colluded with the
Fangs. So before he went and chased any more wild hares, it made
sense to check out the Fang angle first.

And he wouldn’t find any of the movers and
shakers in the Fang world here.

He smirked to himself. The Púca wasn’t going
to like this.

The Púca could bite him.

 


There was an old saying in the Norm military;
“It’s easier to ask forgiveness than get permission,” and the
Boggart wasn’t planning even on asking for forgiveness. No matter
what happened, he’d get better results than the Púca; he knew it,
the Púca knew it, and besides, the Púca didn’t want to be bothered,
so the Púca could justify the next expenses to the higher-ups
himself.

But he did check very carefully to make sure
that the Púca was going to be out of the office before placing his
call and leaving his message.

“Dead end, except that the Were is alleged to
be a Loner, so that makes collusion with the Vampires likely.
Pursuing that with my sources. Will report when I arrive.”

Once again, the Boggart booked freight
out—this time the only ship leaving was faster than the one he’d
come in on, a fast courier in fact, mostly carrying data storage.
His crate would take up very little space, and a fast courier likes
to fill every bit of space it has. There was room. He booked it,
booked into another hostel on the other side, checked his supplies,
checked out of the hostel, and parked the watch inside the crate.
Once he saw the ’bots come fetch the crate, he joined the watch.
This time the wait would be much shorter, and no need to check
progress.

Besides, only the crate would be occupying
that bunk in the hostel when he got there. He was going where the
Elite met, and at least for a little while he’d have to pass as one
of them.

 


Fangs and Furs both loved deep-space
stations. For the Fangs, well, eternal night and complete control
over who and what came and went, what was there not to like? And
for the Furs, while they’d have preferred a sunny no-moon planet,
well, one out of three wasn’t bad, and the control aspect fed right
into Pack mentality. Norms needed the stations as waypoints to
greener pastures. Everybody won. They were expensive to build and
maintain, but Norms hated staffing them. Everybody won. And the
Fangs, at least, knew everything there was to know about luxury,
and were happy to turn their stations into tourist traps
overflowing with people who wanted to toy with the danger of a
Fang-bite—one that they were guaranteed in the contract wasn’t
going to be fatal. Everybody won.

With the chance that the Norms were going to
hit the place with theoretical torches and stakes approaching zero,
the Fangs turned the stations they ran into pleasure palaces. Once
FTL was finally working, they were exactly the sorts of places that
Norms with a lot of money liked to visit. They were also the sorts
of places that groupies liked to live in. That attracted a
sprinkling of other sorts of Paras as well.

The stations had real names, but the Fangs
always renamed them, and those were the names that stuck. This one
was The Tenderloin.

Not a pun on steak/stake as most assumed, it
was named after the notoriously lawless pleasure district in the
city of San Francisco in Old Earth’s late 1800s. The Boggart
recalled the place very well, with mingled pleasure and revulsion.
He regarded its namesake with the same mixed feelings.

Once again, the hostel was ’bot-tended, with
a sprinkling of Reboots. No one to pay attention when he sprung the
crate, checked himself in, got what he needed and shoved the crate
into the bunk and sealed it—and stepped out into the
lights-and-shadow-play that was The Tenderloin.

First thing he needed was a real hotel
room. Those were not hard to come by. The station itself had
private housing for the Nests and Dens, and their hangers-on,
storage for the Reboots, and lots and lots of hotels, which ranged
from the luxurious to—well, he’d never had the money for
anything past the lower end, but if rumors were true, genuine fur
bedspreads and hot-and-cold-running vices were just the start. The
only people who ever used the hostels were crews from the ships and
transients. The Boggart reckoned he’d find himself a place just a
hair below midrange. He didn’t want to make the Black Dog turn
white-haired overnight.

Wardrobe would be important too. Fortunately
around here, unless you lived here, you could get by, in
fact, you were encouraged to get by, with temporary clothing that
just washed down the drain when you showered. So once he got
himself situated, he got himself a couple appropriate outfits.

First stop: the Den where he had a
contact.

Nearly all of the Packs, and certainly all
the Nests, had their own front-club. These helped pay the bills,
and were what the tourists came to see; to get to the Den or Nest
proper, you always had to go through the club, running the gantlet
of bouncers and less-obvious security. Lots of flash and plenty of
distractions to keep the looky-lous occupied. Costume de rigueur
for a Den-front club was always more-or-less rough-trade. Punk,
“tribal,” and industrial styles predominated; but of course here in
The Tenderloin it had to look expensive. So the Boggart strolled
out of the hotel in an outfit that looked a lot like a couture
version of mining gear, minus the safety helmet.

Fangs and Furs both had light-sensitive eyes,
so the hallways—two-story hallways, in an odd reflection of the
mine—were shadowy. It helped play up the image, as well. But unlike
the miner “town,” these walls were alive with advertisements and
images of what was behind them. It made the hallways seem more
crowded than they already were. And there were a lot of people
here. Most of them were tourists, often wearing outfits that would
have made a stripper blush, or costumes that made them look as if
they had just come from some alien party. Which…they likely had.
With the most wealthy were their guards, in sober black, not
even trying to blend in; oftentimes the hired help that one carted
around with them was as much of a status symbol as one’s clothes.
Occasionally some of the Fang Thralls or Pack Pups wafted through
the crowds, on their way to somewhere. The groupies. This was
heaven for them.

There were Reboots here, and a lot of them,
but you would never see them. They were all behind the scenes,
doing the crap-work it took to keep a place like this running. Way
more Reboots than bots; Reboots were cheap, bots were expensive.
Eventually that game would dry up; couldn’t be more than a couple
billion Reboots left from the ol’ Outbreak. It was legal…and
considered highly desirable by some…to get Turned into Fur or Fang,
but no one that was sane wanted zombification; no payoff. But by
the time the Reboots ran out someone would probably figure out how
to make cheaper bots. Or they’d discover a planet full of stupid
aliens and turn them into the next exploited class. If there was a
resource out there, the Home Service and the Norms in charge of it
would make sure to squeeze every last drop of usefulness out of
it.

The “Den of Iniquity” was where the Boggart
was headed; most Fur clubs called themselves “Den of” something or
other. The place wasn’t any more “iniquitous” than any other Den,
and considerably less so than the Fang “Lounges”, but he supposed
it made the Beinn Bhan Pack feel tough and wicked. They’d
originated in Scotland, but if there was a single Pack member here
with so much as a patch of Scottish hair on his carcass, the
Boggart would be shocked and amazed. Still, they all assumed
Scottish names, and his contact was Fergus MacDubh. Time to
rattle ol’ Fergie’s cage.

The shadow-play outside the Den of Iniquity
was of wolves running over hills in the full moon, then meeting up
with what looked like a porn-vid idea of a witch’s coven, morphing
into half-state and grabbing them and the whole thing dissolved
into mist before anything graphic occurred, leaving the onlooker to
make up his own mind about whether the Furs tore them to bits or
merely tore their clothes off. Always classy at these sorts of
establishments. The Boggart nodded at the bouncer at the door, and
made his way inside.

At a Fang Lounge you’d probably be hit with a
wall of sound with whatever electro trash music was popular this
decade, but Fur ears were very sensitive. Still, the zen-thrashno
made him wince. The first bar was pretty crowded with a mix of Pack
Pups (mostly male, as the Fang Thralls were mostly female) and
tourists. The decor was pseudo-hunting-lodge-look, all faux
unfinished logs and hides with the hair on, light fixtures made of
faux antlers and mounted trophies on the wall, which were
themselves probably holograms. The only Furs he spotted right away
were a couple at the bar, and they weren’t wearing Beinn Bhan
colors. And as he got closer to them, he realized they weren’t
Wolves anyway; both were Tigers.

He headed for the next room; same decor, it
was still a public room, but there was another bouncer at the door
who eyeballed him carefully before letting him pass. The outfit and
his Para status would let him that far without a challenge—or a
bribe, for that matter.

The next room was more of the same, but
quieter; same music, but dropped down a couple notches. Fewer
tourists, more Pack Pups, and now, more Furs. All of them were Wolf
except for a Panther and a Leopard who were shooting an old
fashioned game of pool against a pair of Beinn Bhan Furs. It
appeared to be a friendly challenge match. The Boggart always found
it curious that there was less hot-blooded rivalry between the
feline and canine Furs than there was between the various canine
packs. Would’ve made for an interesting study for the
sociologically inclined.

A careful survey of the room showed him what
he was looking for; a Fur in Beinn Bhan colors of dark green and
charcoal gray, leaning up against the wall by the bar, but not
drinking. This would be the one that a would-be Pack Puppy would
come to in order to apply for entrance. And this would be the one a
stranger like the Boggart would come to if he happened to be
looking for a Pack member. A “gift” would be expected in either
case.

With Wolves you were expected to be direct;
with the Cats and the Foxes, you had to dance around the subject a
good bit. With Coyotes…you never got a straight answer. Ever.
Bears…well the Boggart hadn’t met any Bears yet, but he’d heard you
had to be even more direct than with the Wolves. So he just
strolled up to the contact and laid it out. “Need to talk to one of
your Pack, brother.”

The Fur eyed him. “Law?”

The Boggart shook his head. “HS. But not
interested in him. Looking for a Loner gone AWOL.” He was wearing
one of his “professional” human faces, but when he grinned all of
his very sharp teeth were exposed. “Let’s just say I’m the kinder,
gentler version. If they send one of their own…” He let the
sentence trail off. They both knew the punch line. Home Service
didn’t care about anything but the bottom line, and if they sent an
agent—a real agent, and not a pen pusher like that Púca—there’d be
raiding squads and interrogation rooms involved.

“Info is a fin. Access is a benjamin.”
Strange how the old nicknames for money had stuck long past the
time when “dollars” were something no one saw outside of a
museum.

Ah, the lupines. So easy. The Boggart passed
over a fin. “Fergus MacDubh in the Den?”

The Fur consulted his data cuff. “Not yet.
Due in five.” He held out his hand. The Boggart crossed his palm
with the benjamin. And how many people knew that name was actually
the name of the man whose face had been on that denomination of
bill? Damn few, outside the Paras.

A door behind the contact slid open, and the
Fur stood aside long enough to let the Boggart enter a third bar.
“I’ll let him know you’re looking,” the Fur said, as the door slid
closed again. The Boggart could literally feel the envious
glances of the wannabe Cubs burning holes in his back as the door
closed them out.

This was a bar set for the sensitive eyes and
ears of full Furs. Not faux-hunting-lodge this time, this was the
real deal. Furs liked real wood and real hide around them. Even the
trophies were real, and probably harvested by the current Alpha or
his immediate predecessor. The Boggart had to chuckle at the memory
of how many anti-hunting and vegetarian societies had dried up and
blown away once all the Paras came out of the broom closet. It was
one thing to throw fake blood on a mink-wearing woman who’d never
lifted anything heavier than her handbag. It was quite another to
confront seven or eight feet of snarling muscle when you picketed
his favorite raw-meat restaurant. And the Fur packs took the idea
of cutting into the food supply…personally.

The music was down to a whisper, the lights
no brighter than moonlight. It suited him just fine; immortals
tended to have similar tastes after a time. This was where the
She-Furs were, but one look at him told them he wasn’t their kind,
so they ignored him; that also suited him. All of them were Wolves,
though not all were in Beinn Bhan colors; She-Furs had a bit more
inter-pack mobility than the boys did. They all had a similar sort
of look, though; fashionably scruffy, tough, and muscled. Not
elegant. Not particularly pretty by human standards. Your Cats,
now…those oozed glamor and sex appeal. The Boggart’s eyes
darted around the room. If I know ol’ Fergie…there: the knot of
women vying for attention.

Fergie was the Pack Beta. The Alpha was the
Fur that enforced the rules and the pecking order, and did (or led)
the fighting when it needed to be done. The Alpha was generally
monogamous with the Female Alpha, the Beta got all the rest of the
women. That was particularly true of Fergie, who was a Politician,
nevermind whatever scams he was running on the side. Not the kind
that got elected to office—the kind that ran the office,
kept everything running smoothly, knew where all the skeletons
were.

The Boggart worked his way over to the knot
of She-Furs who had converged on someone just entering the bar from
the Den side. Under the mock-growls and teeth-bared play-threats,
the Boggart heard Fergie greeting each of the girls by name, and
the occasional smack of a play-slap on the rump, followed by
the obligatory squeal and teeth-snap. A human feminist would have
been outraged, but there wasn’t one of these women that couldn’t—or
wouldn’t—take on any of the boys in this bar in a straight-on Fur
Fight. This wasn’t macho chauvinism; this was pure Fur instinct
translated into human behavior. Sniffing asses in public just
wasn’t done…unless you were in Fur Form. Fergie immediately picked
the Boggart out from the crowd. Not a big deal for a Fur; the
Boggart wouldn’t smell anything like anyone else in this room. And,
of course, he’d been warned by the contact. It wouldn’t have
surprised the Boggart if Fergie knew about him the moment he set
foot on the station, despite all of his precautions; the Fur was
just that sort of wolf.

But Fergie being Fergie, he couldn’t just
manage a simple greeting. He made an elaborate thing of throwing
his head in the air, sniffing loudly, and exclaiming, “Och weell!
Be that one of the Fae I scent?” Then peering between two of his
She-Furs and exclaiming, “Boggie! Faith, and I’d know that
particular English leather-and-heather smell anywhere! How’s my
favorite Sassanach?” As if his data cuff hadn’t been buzzing all
along.

The Boggart simply nodded. “Fergie. I see
you’re still doing well on your particular rung in the ladder.”

“Now, is that any way to talk to an old
mate?” Fergie feigned a hangdog look. “An’ after all we’ve done for
each other too.”

“Oh, I remember all we’ve done for each
other, Fergus. I’ve still got the scars from some of the things
you’ve done for me. Last I recall, you burned me, Fergie.
Which means you owe me.”

“Burned ye, lad? Only thing I recall burnin’
was London Bridge…” Fergus grinned toothily. “Oh now, don’t tell me
ye were holed up in some tart shop or other when I did that.” He
tsk’d. “That sweet tooth’ll be th’ death of ye, lad. Ye should
stick t’ the Water of Life.” To underscore the comment, Fergus
downed a double shot of what passed for single malt around
here.

“Funnily enough, someone said the same thing
’bout you and precious metals.” The Boggart patted his jumpsuit
lightly where his revolver rested in a pocket. “We need words,
private-like.”

Fergus’ eyes narrowed, though he kept his
jovial tone. “All right, lasses. The boys need t’be talkin’ borin’
business. Not Pack, just a wee bit of palaverin’ regardin’ our
Corporate would-be leash holders. Off wi’ ye.” There was more
butt-slapping and squealing and giggling—She-Furs were easily
overcome by hormones and instinct in the presence of a strong
Beta—and Fergus led the way to a booth that he quickly
privatized.

And as quickly dropped the accent. “Hamish
said you’re tracking a Lone for the Home Service. What’s that got
to do with us?”

The Boggart snorted. “What do you think?
There are two currencies that you deal in, Fergie: favors and
information. You owe me a favor, and I want information.”

Fergie shook his head. “You’re not helping
here. I need a little more data on what you’re looking for.
I’m not going to spew random Pack info at an outsider.”

The Boggart relaxed, and steepled his hands
together in front of him, clearly signing that he wouldn’t be
reaching for the gun anytime soon. “You’ve got your fingers stuck
in a lot of pies out here and beyond, Fergie. The Lone I’m looking
for is a probable hijacker. Evidence, what scant little there is of
it, says he might be working with Fangs, since he’s not affiliated.
Since your business doesn’t really care about species loyalties, I
figured you were the guy to see.”

Fergus pursed his lips, and nodded slowly.
“Last ’jacking I heard of was a Nest. And that was a good six
months ago. Since there’s no love lost ’tween us and the Fangs, I’m
happy to tell you it was four Fangs out of the Le Fevre Nest and
they spaced their Lone and all the Reboots as soon as they realized
FTL was a going proposition. Of course, good luck to the Company
trying to prove that or track the ship down. She’s parts now.”

“Got a ship name attached to that gig?” It
almost certainly wasn’t the one the Boggart was looking for, but
after having spent enough time as a P.I., one learned to fish out
extra creds from information wherever one could.

“Mourning Glory.” Fergus grinned. “With a
‘U.’ From what I heard on the jungle telegraph, she was parted out
and the skeleton fired into a red dwarf in just under a week. Le
Fevre set a new record.”

The Boggart allowed himself a small smile.
“They are getting better an’ better with each passing year. Sure
you’re not just fishing to have me help you take out some
competition, Fergie?”

 

Fergus clasped his hand to his heart. “I am
pained. Pained, I tell you. You strike me to the heart to
even suggest I would consider such a thing!”

“Uh huh. You got anything else for me? Or
ought I come back here again sometime to keep you company?” The
Boggart raised an eyebrow, inviting a little more—if there was any
more.

Fergus snorted. “Seriously, Boggie, ’jacking
those old pre-FTL ships—not a lot of that anymore. Most of the ones
still missing weren’t ’jacked, they’re out there floating dead
thanks to crews that went medieval on each other. That’s where I’d
look if I were you.”

“Yeah, I’ll keep your tip in mind.” The
Boggart stood up and got out of the booth, and turned on his heel
before calling over his shoulder, “Until next time, Fergus.”

Fergie was already heading for his Shes.
“Only if I don’t smell you coming first, Boggie me lad.”

 


At least he wasn’t in the hostel. And the
“budget” tourist digs were pretty plush for a Were-run
establishment. The real money was made in the clubs, on booze and
drugs and the careful taste of the Fang and other vices, so the
Boggart figured the hotel rooms were intended to make sure you were
well rested so you could run right out and repeat all of them as
often as possible. This of course didn’t apply to high-rollers;
they were milked of every cred they had in as many ways as
possible. It was as much status as it was privilege for that sort
to spend all they could.

The Boggart had to focus. He needed to at
least seem professional for this part. Time to check in with the
nanny.

He checked his sidereal time; the Púca would
be in the office. Oh well. Might as well give him something other
than a message to listen to. Benefit number two: the call went
through lightning-fast. Evidently they wanted folks here to be able
to brag about the good time they were having to the folks back home
as quickly and often as possible to entice other full pockets and
empty heads to try the fleshpots as soon as their vacation days
came up.

The call connected with a flicker after the
third ring. So the Púca had him on forward-direct rather than
talk-to-the-secretary-bot. Interesting. Fewer records that
way. There was probably a grift with this entire deal; he’d
suspected it in the beginning, but hadn’t seen the angle and still
couldn’t. Not yet. There was always a grift, in his
experience, when you got close-and-personal attention from whomever
was passing out the creds.

He nodded at the Púca’s image. “It’s me.
Ready for the update? There’s not terribly much, yet.”

“Looks like you’re coming up in the world.
You actually have a room, and not a coffin wired for net.” The Púca
smirked.

“Needed to justify the expense account you
gave me, after all. Besides, places like this require certain
behavior in order for somebody like me not to stand out more than
necessary.” The Boggart glanced at his pocket watch absently before
looking back to the Púca’s visage on the screen. “Anything new on
your end of the wire, before we get into what I uncovered?”

“Sorry. The Cenotaph is still missing,
and the crew hasn’t turned up anywhere that there are DNA scans.
So?” The Púca didn’t look terribly sorry. But then, by his
standards, this room was probably on the scale of a no-tell mo-tel.
He probably thought the Boggart was still slumming.

“Kicked over some rocks, had words with some
beings that I know. The line is quiet on this one.” The Boggart
scratched the bridge of his nose, and looked thoughtful. “If it was
a ’jacking, then they’ve done really well and really shitty at
hiding it.”

The Púca looked confused. “I beg your
pardon?”

“Look at it like this. Whatever crew was in
on this, they were dumb enough to trip up with the emergency
beacon, after setting down on a planet for a good long while.” He
waited while the Púca nodded. “Should’ve been an easy pickup for
some unhappy men with heavy weaponry by that point; duck soup. Yet
they’re able to skate through all the possible scans, information
nets, and gossips without a peep. It’s strange, and hijackings are
usually pretty straightforward affairs in my experience.” Time to
drop the bomb. “Like the Mourning Glory; soon as the crew
found out FTL was up and running, that ship vanished from all the
radar.” There. If the Púca looked that one up and found out it was
still listed as “missing,” he might figure the Boggart knew where
and how it went missing. And that would mean another check.

And if the dope didn’t…the Boggart could
still sell the info, later.

The Púca nodded, brows creased. “Hmm. Put
that way…they sound like the unluckiest wise guys, or the luckiest
idiots in the universe.”

The Boggart shrugged. “Won’t know until I
find out more. I haven’t run out of options yet, but I’m going to
need you to put down creds for a rented skiff.”

“I’d already assumed you’d need one. Home
Service has a franchise operation and you have a rental option
wherever they are. Schultz Wrentals, with a ‘W.’ Don’t ask me why.”
From the sly look on the Púca’s face, Humph actually had a good
idea why. With a ‘W’ because what they were “wrenting” were
“wrecks.” Oh well, as long as it got him there and back. It
couldn’t be too bad here, though if he’d been back at that
mining colony, all bets were off. Here? Well it didn’t do to kill
the customer because the customers had families and anyone who
could afford to come here could also afford a very expensive
lawyer. But one thing was certain. Whatever he got wouldn’t
be new, it wouldn’t be fast, and it wouldn’t be pretty. “By the
way, in order to do that I had to look up your file. For your full
legal name and all…”

The Boggart waited. He knew what was coming.
And he really wished this was a face-to-face so he could grab that
smarmy bastard by the throat. With his teeth.

“Really, now. Humphrey?
Humphrey…Boggart?” The snickers started.

“Yeah…and?” There were plenty of choice
curses that some of the old gods, the ones that hadn’t died out
yet, could probably grant him; the only thing that stopped the
Boggart from uttering them was the fact that he still needed to be
paid. A dead HS Púca can’t very well issue a check.

But the only thing that would have mollified
him at this point would have been the knowledge that whoever had
first summoned the Púca had named him Harvey. Which, of course,
wasn’t likely. Damned Norms. He hadn’t known anything about Old
Earth vids and actors when he’d been summoned, or he likely
would have found a way to get past the protections and swap his
summoner’s face with his ass. All the hells, he’d gone millennia
without a Norm name! It wasn’t as if he’d chosen it!

He waited for the Púca to finish snickering
and wipe his eyes. “Ah, that was good. Best laugh I’ve had all day.
Your chariot will await you, Humphrey. I’d say ‘pick it up
anytime’ but we both know that time is money, and Home Service is
particular about getting their money’s worth.”

A not-so-subtle hint that he was being
watched and would not be allowed to linger on at a luxury station
on the Home Service dime. This place wasn’t his style, but the Púca
wouldn’t know that or even care. “Yeah, I hear you. We’ll be in
touch, wabbit.” Oh and time for a not-so-subtle hint of his own.
“Remember, I don’t get to break the rental and I do get paid
per diem for transit time.” The Púca pursed his lips, gave a curt
nod, and then broke the connection.

Maybe that would at least ensure him that the
wreck would be fast, if not new and pretty.

Five minutes later, when he checked the
Schultz client site on the station’s intranet, he smiled
crookedly.

A former long-distance racing skiff. The
frame wasn’t warped, which meant it hadn’t been in any crashes.
Everything else looked pretty beat up, but he wasn’t interested in
the boat’s cosmetics. Yeah. That’ll do. He reached into one
of his back pockets, producing a small round flask. A little
whisky for the night, and come Standard dawn, we’ll ride out for a
day on the beach.

 


Without needing to be in ethereal form for
this transit—or at least, part of it—he’d had the crate humped to
the skiff without being in it. The skiff had been modified for
idiots, of course. Manual override happened only if the automatics
broke down. He could have bypassed it easily enough if he had cared
to; knowing how to do such things proficiently were infinitely
handy in his line of work. He just didn’t care to take the time to
do it, for now.

He did go ethereal just because it was more
comfortable once the skiff launched on its automatic path—the Púca
had supplied the rental firm with the coordinates, probably to make
sure he didn’t make any side trips while on Home Service’ dime.
From the smell that was pricking at his nose, someone had been sick
in this thing, a lot, and a hint of the stink was still in the
air-scrubbers. And he knew why someone had been sick in this thing.
It was fast. And it was not at all delicate in its vector
transfers. Well, it was a racing skiff after all, and you didn’t
expect the same smooth ride out of one of these bastards that you
got from your standard skiff. The inertial dampeners had been
turned low, to give racers a better feel for the handling; it made
for somewhat rough riding, however. The oversized engines that they
had strapped to it were designed to run system courses almost as
fast as military boats, which suited the Boggart just fine. The
faster he got to the planet, the sooner he’d finish this job and be
on to the next one.

No room for creature comforts either, just
the one cramped little cabin with the barest of amenities necessary
to biological life in space. But he didn’t need anything at all
when he was ethereal, so that was how he stayed except between
course changes. When he was in the nowhere space of the ethereal,
he was still somewhat aware of what was happening to his pocket
watch; after a time, he heard the ship’s alert blaring.

Must be there.

He slipped back into the corporeal world, and
oriented himself as he absently stuffed the watch into his pocket.
Keying up the viewscreen, he saw his destination hanging there
against the blackness of space; it was an uninteresting
water-covered rock of a planet, with a few islands dotting the
surface from long-ago volcanic activity. Might be profitable for
somebody to drop a claim on this place, develop it as a luxury
planet, if it weren’t so damned far out here in the ass-end of
space. He set his scans to wideband, looking for any satellites
or other early-warning devices; hell, if he was lucky, the
Cenotaph would show up as a dead hulk in orbit, waiting for
him like a pot of gold at the end of the rainbow. That would
certainly solve everything and he could go home and collect his
check.

Of course, he was never lucky. Just some
metallic particles and other light debris that all ships shed
normally whenever entering or leaving atmosphere.

It wasn’t hard to pinpoint where the ship had
been when it launched the emergency beacon. The beacons hadn’t been
made by the lowest bidder. They were the one item on the ships that
was mil-spec. So he followed the coordinates down to one of the
eleventy-million little islands that comprised this place, and the
skiff bumped itself down right on the spot that the Cenotaph
had vacated. Good thing it wasn’t still there; the skiff was made
for speed, not sturdiness, and would’ve crunched quite nicely
against the hull of a big science cruiser.

Scan showed that the air was good—so he
cracked the outer door and had a look outside. It looked like any
other beach back on earth; silicates, water, the usual. The plants
were all relatively simple, with a few Earth analogues. Wrong sort
of green, a lot of blue and red. Looked like prehistoric stuff,
Jurassic, Mesozoic, but without the giant bugs or monster
reptiles.

Something seemed off, though.

The Boggart looked closer; there were
definite signs that the area had been carefully worked over to look
like it’d been untouched by sentient hands. He wandered around for
a couple of hours, kicking things over, ranging the coast, looking
for anything that might have been left behind to indicate what was
going on at this beach for three years. The Boggart was about to
give up and head back to the skiff when his ears pricked up on his
skull; something was moving in the underbrush. Not stealthily,
either. Something native?

He took the big revolver from its oiled
leather holster, and waited. No cover out here; just gonna have
to face whatever is coming head-on.

“Come out nice and slow-like, and it’ll go
easier on you,” he growled.

Whatever was in there stopped for a moment,
and then seemed to change direction; it was definitely coming
closer to him, now. It sounded bipedal. And slow. And clumsy.

He had settled the sights on the revolver on
a patch of underbrush directly in front of him that was thrashing
as something tried to force its way through. His clawed finger was
slowly tightening on the trigger when it emerged.

“Rurh?”

A zombie stood in front of him, with its head
cocked to the side in dim curiosity.

The Boggart was taken aback—almost enough to
drop his revolver—by what it was wearing. The zombie had been
fitted with a grass skirt and what passed for a coconut bra, with a
string of spongy flowers, long dead, draped around its neck. It
picked up a frond of the local flora, and stalked towards him
ponderously. When it was close enough, it stood up straight as it
could, and started to fan the Boggart.

It took him several seconds to realize his
jaw was open, and close it with a loud click. He looked past the
Reboot, and saw several other humanoid shapes shuffling through the
bush. More of the same; some were still dressed in the H.S.-issue
red jumpsuits, and others were similarly garbed as the first, grass
skirts and all. He sat down on the sand, and just stared for a few
minutes while his brain did its best to reset from the shock.

This’ll do somethin’ special to the Púca,
for certain. He holstered the revolver, and got out his minivid
camera. He just knew that if he didn’t shoot some vid, the Púca
would never believe him. He was puzzling over his next move as he
got as much footage as he cared to.

Who the hell would put Reboots in grass
skirts and teach them to fan people? Not ’jackers. This was putting
an entirely different complexion on the problem. And…reluctantly…he
was beginning to like these guys.

Which was another problem, because he was
supposed to catch them and turn them over to the company; he
was contracted to find the ship, but it had been implied since then
that he was taking on the job of finding this Fred character and
whatever accomplices he had. He shook his head; the Boggart
always finished a job, and by all the hells of the universe,
he was going to finish this one.

Two things were for sure here. This was a
yellow-sun world, and anyone who put Reboots into grass skirts had
a hell of a sense of humor, so there was no way it had been the
Fangs who grounded the ship here. Most Fangs had about as much of a
sense of humor as a chunk of ice.

It had to be Fred, and that meant he was one
dangerous Fur, because he’d somehow overcome four Fangs, one
of which was likely an elder vamp. Whenever the beacon went up, he
had to have known his goose was cooked; probably did a quick
clean-up job on the site, and then made tracks for the stars. A
pre-FTL boat, so it’d have been slow going, and he’d want to get to
the closest bit of civilization so that he could blend in, the
Boggart wagered.

Well, that would give him his next stop:
whatever was nearest. He sighed. “Time to check the charts and draw
up the anchor,” he told the Reboot.

It, of course, said nothing.

 


The Boggart decided to go ethereal for the
trip to the next station. It was a short hop by translight, and he
was bored. After a while, interstellar flight did that to you; it
wasn’t as if it was scenic by any means, and if you weren’t going
from here to there on some fancy luxury boat that had a myriad of
things to entertain the passengers, you might just as well be
sealed in a box with crap food and minimal comfort. He was already
docked at the station on autopilot, he became aware that an alarm
had gone off; he recognized that the alarm only indicated
that the ship had dumped the cockpit’s atmo. You know, the
important stuff for the continued functioning of most living
beings. And in a skiff…well, by the time he checked, it was too
late to go corporeal and try and fix the malfunction.

Mentally cursing the Púca, the company that
had rented him this almost-death-trap, and the Fates, he retreated
into the nowhere to wait for the station to repressurize the skiff
and investigate. Eventually they would have to do both. You
couldn’t have a boat tying up a dock indefinitely.

After a length of time, he felt that his
pocket watch was still in zero atmo, but moving.

The hells?

I got a bad feeling about this…

But it wasn’t as if he could do anything
about it. He was one of the Paras that needed to breathe. Vacuum
wasn’t good for him, and that was entirely aside from inhibiting
his ability to imbibe whisky. That “malfunction” was beginning to
look like an “on purpose”—but who would know about the watch? Or
had this just been a simple “purge and grab”? He’d heard of
those…not many, because people who had the ability to even rent
something that could go translight were wealthy, and wealthy people
had heirs, and heirs asked questions…but it did happen.

Well if that was the case, someone was going
to get a rude surprise. He might not have his revolver with him
when he came out of the nowhere, but he was something of a weapon
all by himself.

The watch went into a dark, small place. Also
in a vacuum. After a while, he sensed the hiss of air returning to
wherever the watch was. And there was light, and heat, and what
felt like enough room to fit his frame. He was tempted to erupt
into the area like a Boggart-shaped jack-in-the-box from Hell, but
native caution made him go corporeal…carefully.

It was a good thing he had. There were many,
many weapons pointed at him.

The lighting was subdued, which was what you
would expect, seeing that the people holding the weapons were
either Fangs or in Clan colors, though he didn’t recognize the
Nest. Silver and dusky lavender? Not one he knew. But this wasn’t
some over-the-top Bordello-style “reception” room, crowded with
expensive baroque furniture and trinkets, nor was it the
angsty-gothic-blacker-than-black trite room out of some old vid.
This room would not have been out of place in the home-office of a
major executive. Everything was sleek, stylish; there was a lot of
high-end equipment in here, and most people would never even
recognize it as equipment in the first place, because it had been
styled to be unobtrusive. The chair that the watch—and now he—were
sitting on probably cost more than he’d ever made in his long life.
The piece of sculpture functioning as a desk across from him
cost…well, his brain went into meltdown trying to figure it out.
And the woman behind the desk, as sleek and stylish as the
room…

…had not been that expensive when he’d last
known her.

“Hello, Claire.” She’d been beautiful then,
by human standards. Now she was a work of art. Every platinum hair
in her chin-length bob was in place, her pale complexion was
flawless, and she had not gone the route of so many Fang women by
painting her lips whore-red. Tasteful. Very tasteful. As was the
two-piece, asymmetrical, steel-gray suit she wore. No surprise that
she had a lot of equally expensive boy-thralls holding those
weapons on him. And they looked competent. Pretty boys who were
also well-trained bodyguards—either she’d had pretty boys trained,
or she’d had bodyguards sent out to whole-body-sculptors and either
way, it would have made a big hole in most people’s bank accounts.
Well, she’d learned about the need for competence from him. “Been
what, thirty years? You don’t look all that much worse for wear.”
He appraised her again. “Little bit on the pale side, though.”

“I have an iron deficiency,” she deadpanned.
“And there’s just no sun up here.”

“Shame, that. You used to kill in a
bikini.”

She smiled. He didn’t like that smile. There
was a nasty edge to it. “Oh,” she said. “I still do. Easier to
clean up that way.”

He felt a chill. This was a woman with a
grudge; one who had nursed that grudge, cherished it, and given it
a name. “I can see you’re doing well for yourself. It’s been nice
chatting, but I’m not here on a social call; work, you see.”

She surprised him. He’d halfway expected some
sort of dramatic scene. Instead, she sat back in her chair, and
with a touch of a finger on the armrest, a large screen opened up
on the formerly blank wall. “Let’s see. Working for Home Service.
Skip-tracing? Or would you call yourself a repo-man?” A copy of his
contract and the image of the Púca came up on the screen. “Really,
Boggie, is that all you can do? I thought you had more ambition
than that.”

He shrugged the slight off. “A gig is a gig,
darling.”

“Ah. A ‘gig,’ like I was a ‘gig’?” Her
expression didn’t change, but he could feel the acid in her voice.
Still cool and collected in front of her underlings, though.

The Boggart stared at her hard. “You know
what I meant. Don’t make one thing about the other.”

“You can’t have your argument both ways,
darling. Either I was just a gig, and easy to leave behind,
or you are a lying rat bastard with the morals of a tomcat.”
Perfectly manicured nails tapped slightly on the polished surface
of the desk. “In a way I have you to thank for my success. If you
hadn’t dumped me like yesterday’s leftovers, I wouldn’t be in this
chair today. You taught me all about looking out for Number One,
Boggie, darling.”

“Thirty some-odd years is a long time to hold
a grudge, don’t you think?” He bit his lip, then shook his head.
“You want something, Claire, and it isn’t revenge for what went on
back in Cleveland. If you wanted me dead, you could’ve had me
spaced and had a shiatsu massage by now.”

“What’s thirty years when you’re immortal?”
she countered. “But yes. You owe me, and I intend to collect. And I
have your watch.” One of the drones snatched it off the chair and
handed it to her. She dropped it into a box, a small, but very
heavy-looking box. She closed the lid. “Now,” she continued, her
voice taking on the hard and chill quality of a diamond. “This is
how it is going to be. I—well, my Nest—own this station. Everything
is all on the up-and-up so far as anyone is aware. But you know my
kind. You know I have other deals going. Things that the Norms
would rather not know about. There is a bad man, who wants me to
pay him money not to tell the Norms. I wouldn’t mind this,
blackmail is factored into the balance sheets, but he’s also
demanding permanent docking and repair privileges. Sanctuary, so to
speak. This is not a privateer station. I often have military,
corporate, and Home Service ships here. Granting him his request
would make things very difficult for us. He knows all my thralls,
all my drones, and everyone I might go to in order to make him go
away. But he doesn’t know about you.” Her fingers tapped on the
surface of the box. “You are going to make him go away, remove him
permanently from the universe. If you do, you get the watch back
and we are even. If you don’t, the contents of this box will be
vaporized. That means you cease to exist, as far as the universe is
concerned, if you don’t keep to the deal. Are we clear?”

This is getting worse by the minute,
the Boggart cursed to himself. “Crystal, Claire. I suppose I’m
taking my ship; I’ll need my gear back, naturally.” He looked at
all of the weapons, still pointed directly at his head.

“I’m not an unreasonable woman, Boggie. Your
gear is already on something better than that beast you came in.
And I wouldn’t want your leash-holder to know you were taking a
side job.” Her lips curved in something that was a parody of her
old smile; more predatory. “I’ll even make arrangements for you so
that you can report back to him as if you were working on his
errand.”

“And the man? Who is he? I ought to know who
he is exactly if I’m going to be killing him, don’t you think?”

“Captain of the vessel, an old Ojibwa. Nathan
Runner is what he goes by. He’s taken to piracy these last few
decades, and recently traded up for a retrofitted science barge.”
She looked down her elegant nose at him. “I believe it used to be
called the UES Cenotaph.” The little smirk on her
face told him that she knew very well this was the ship he was
looking for. “Now, be a good little Boggart and take care of this
for me. Then you can go back to whatever mundane chore the H.S. is
paying you pittance for.”

This “Runner” had to be something out of the
ordinary. What, the Boggart couldn’t even begin to guess, since his
knowledge of most Native American customs was limited to what he’d
picked up rather than any serious study. He had the gut feeling
that Claire was screwing him over somehow…he just didn’t know how
yet. All he knew for certain was that if someone with as many
obvious resources as Claire had was not able to come up with a
solution for her problem, then things were going to get ugly for
him. But what choice did he have?

“There’s really only one answer you can give
me, Boggie,” she said, with chilly, false sweetness. “So you might
as well say ‘Yes, Claire, I’ll take care of your problem’ and get
it over with.”

The Boggart sighed. “Yes, Claire, I’ll take
care of your problem.”

“Now was that so hard?” She picked up the
box…and by the way she picked it up, the sucker was even heavier
than it looked…and handed it to one of the thralls, who in turn
took it to the Boggart. When he got it, he reckoned it probably
weighed a good twenty pounds.

“Triple redundancy, darling. Tamper
with it, and it vaporizes the watch. Wait too long, and it
vaporizes the watch. Run too far with it, and it vaporizes the
watch.” She smirked and wiggled her fingers at him. Her nails were
long, and painted steel grey to match her suit. “Ta-ta, Boggie.
Come back soon.”

One of the thralls made a little gesture with
the barrel of his weapon. The Boggart took this as the sign that
they were taking him elsewhere—maybe that transport she’d
mentioned—and stood up, the box under his arm.

“You want to know something funny, Claire?”
He turned towards the door and started to walk away. He looked over
his shoulder slightly as he walked. “You were prettier when you
were alive.”

She stiffened, and for a moment looked
exactly like one of those Uncanny Valley hyper-real ’bots that some
high-end execs had as receptionists (and were rumored to have as
“recreation” as well). Cold, moving, but no one would ever mistake
her for something that was—or had been—living.

But she didn’t retort, although he’d expected
her to. She merely made a dismissive movement of one hand, and
deliberately turned her attention to something on her desk.

The thralls ushered him out. Guess I
struck a nerve.

 


He had to admit, once the thralls had closed
the airlock door on him and his box, that Claire hadn’t done him
wrong in the way of transportation. This was a sweet little boat.
Hell, for all he knew, it was her personal little runabout. Just as
fast as the skiff, but far more expensive. And certainly safer to
fly in. It was decked out in the same style as her office, sleek,
modern, expensive. Luxurious. Things that looked hard—like the
captain/pilot chair, which appeared to be molded from solid chromed
steel—were often made of materials that would mold to you and
cradle you like a warm hand. With massage, should you desire
it.

In a way, that feature was just a little
creepy.

As Claire had said, his equipment had been
carefully stowed aboard; there wasn’t much, granted, but the
Boggart had always been a light traveler. Reflexively, he checked
the revolver and its ammo. Everything was right there, minus the
round he’d expended. Even the wooden bullets, which he found a
little surprising, all things considered. With everything in order,
he set the ship to leave the docking bay and start on a course
towards the coordinates that Claire had provided him with. She knew
the pirate captain’s planned routes in this system, so it shouldn’t
have been too much of a hassle to find him. The only real question
was how the Boggart was going to get aboard and kill the dumb
bastard. This boat didn’t have any offensive weaponry of any sort,
and the pirate ship was more than likely retrofitted with all of
the usual variety of things that make other ships stop working or
go boom. Besides, he was fairly certain that the Púca wouldn’t
appreciate it if he blew up the ship that he was contractually
obligated to track down.

And neither he nor Claire would be happy if
her pretty little runabout got trashed.

How do you best draw in a predator?
With easy prey.

Ugly, but it would work. He just had to hope
that no one on this privateer knew about boggarts. We’re pretty
rare…I just hope we’re rare enough.

 


It was a very expensive runabout, just off
the usual flight paths, floating, apparently without power. There
was a distress beacon calling, but weakly—so weakly that the
broadcast probably wouldn’t get past near-space. When the
Requisition neared and tried to raise the crew, there was no
answer.

“Whatdya think, boss?” asked the
navigator.

“I think we’ve found a tasty morsel in need
of our loving care.” He leaned forward on the console. “Circle
around and get in close, and scan it again. I don’t want any
surprises.”

Vids to the contrary, there was no way to
scan for “life signs.” What there was—you can scan for heat
signatures, signs the engines are up, and sometimes hack into a
ship’s computers to find out what the state of things aboard her
are. The crew of the Requisition were good at all of those
things, and what they had to report was enough to gratify the heart
of any privateer. Engines were cold. Ship was cold. And airless.
Ship’s computers reported a malfunction that had vented the air,
which had probably killed the pilot and any passengers. Or if
not—it was equally possible the pilot had ditched in a life-pod,
expecting to get picked up and come back after her. That would be
why he had left the distress beacon going. But out here, he’d die
of dehydration, or his pod would run out of life-support power
before he got picked up. Too bad, so sad, rich boy goes out roaming
and discovers the universe is a bad place with very sharp
teeth.

“Send out a man in a suit, and get what he
can out of the cockpit and cabin, set up a tow line on it. Then we
make tracks for the nearest space yard; Hollis has been giving us
good coin for ship carcasses, lately.” He licked his cracked lips
greedily as he looked to the navigator. “If they find any bodies,
have ’em bring that, too. My cabin.”

“Aye, boss.” The navigator was too used to
the captain by now to shudder, but the com-and-systems man looked
green—which was not his natural color. They were both new hires,
picked up only a few stops ago, before they had taken this ship.
They would get used to how the Captain ran things…or they wouldn’t,
and might find themselves requested to “dine” with the Captain in
his quarters. The Captain had a unique way of dealing with
troublemakers. Like people who mistook him for a Reboot, which he
most assuredly was not.

 


It was some time before the Boggart felt that
his pocket watch was back in atmosphere. He waited what felt like
several hours, just to be sure; wouldn’t do to go corporeal in
front of the entire crew as they divvied up the spoils from his
borrowed ship, what little there were. When he felt it was safe, he
eased himself into the here-and-now, and found himself, and the box
with the watch, and the guncase with his revolver and ammo, all in
what looked like a storage closet. There were other things on the
shelves; he didn’t pay a lot of attention to them.

The Cenotaph had been a big ship; it
had to be, to hold all the Reboots, their food, the food for Fred,
the fish tank for Fred, and the hydroponics for Fred. Then there
was all the exploration and analysis equipment. The Boggart assumed
all of that storage had been cleared out along with the E and A
stuff; probably sold on the black market faster than you could
blink. That would make for a lot of crew space. Captain probably
took the old captain’s quarters, though, so that narrows it down.
They built these boats to spec, mass produced them back when deep
space exploration ramped up. If he’s not there, though…I’m
screwed. He opened the storage closet door a crack, peering
into the hallway beyond and listening. There was some shouting and
jeering, but it was far off. Gotta draw most of them away if I’m
going to have a chance at this.

The biggest storage area had been the food
storage hold—freeze-dried brains for the Reboots, and freezers for
the Fur. Odds were, that had been turned into a cargo hold. He made
his way through the corridors slowly, keeping low and stopping
every few meters to perform a listening check. The Boggart stopped
once more outside the hatch for where he had figured the cargo hold
was; silence was the only thing that greeted him. He keyed the
hatch, and stepped through the portal as it swung inwards. As it
swung closed with a loud clank behind him, two crewmembers stepped
out from behind a crate, both holding mugs of something foul
smelling. They were both human, or near-human, and as surprised as
the Boggart was.

Everyone stood stock-still for several
beats.

The Boggart spoke first. “So, a Fur, a Fang,
and a Priest walk into a bar—”

The crewmen did a double-take. That gave the
Boggart all the time he needed. He rushed forward, staying on his
toes as he charged them. The one on the left had the presence of
mind to try to swing his mug at him, but the Boggart ducked under
it and leveled his shoulder into the man’s midsection. He gave a
quiet whuff as he staggered backwards, his air gone out of
his lungs. The other one finally reacted, dropping his mug and
slapping his hand to the holster on his hip. The Boggart placed his
left hand over the pirate’s, and squeezed, digging claws through
leather glove and into flesh. The pirate screamed, and tried
swinging a haymaker at the Boggart’s head with his off hand. The
Boggart easily leaned out of the way, the wind from the pirate’s
punch brushing his face. His fist was a lot more accurate than his
assailant’s, crashing into the side of the man’s jaw. The Boggart
didn’t waste a moment; he slammed the crown of his head forward
sharply, shattering the nose of the man he was holding. The pirate
reeled back, blood leaking through his fingers as he clutched a
hand to his face. The Boggart, almost as gently as a concerned
brother, pulled the man’s hand back and then proceeded to jab him
three more times with his right fist. The man’s eyes rolled back in
his head, and he fell to the floor in a messy heap.

The Boggart turned to the other pirate, who
was just now starting to recover from his blows. “Sure you don’t
want to lay down, me ducky?” The pirate shook his head to clear it,
then glanced at the mug still in his hand, throwing it away
angrily.

The Boggart shook his head. “You’re gonna
die, an’ badly. The Captain’ll have you, once I’m done, and I
expect he’s not a gentle sort of leader.”

The pirate led with a strong right hook, but
the Boggart blocked it with his arm, and slapped him hard enough to
send a trickle of blood from his lip in response. Another punch
came sailing for his face, and the Boggart pushed it aside, sending
the pirate off balance. He grabbed and twisted the man’s arm,
bending the hand at the wrist until he was certain it was near the
breaking point; the Boggart forced him to his knees, pressing his
arm up. The pirate looked up with pain creasing his brow.

“Raise your chin a little.” The pirate was
breathing raggedly, and did so. The Boggart reared back with his
free hand, and brought it down savagely, square on the point of the
pirate’s jaw. He slumped to the deck, out cold.

The Boggart released him as he fell, then
reflexively dusted off his hands, grimacing. Well, that was a
complication he hadn’t needed. He dragged both of the limp bodies
towards a storage container.

Best not to leave these two where their pals
can find them easily.

He made sure they were both bound and gagged
properly before he closed the container’s doors.

Time for the next bit of this moronic
plan.

He gathered up as many boxes as he could,
nothing too large or anything that he needed to drag. After that,
he’d dumped out all of their contents in a pile, sorted out what
would burn, and with an unhappy grimace, poured most of the
contents of his flask over them.

The Boggart didn’t use a lot of magic, but he
had a few small tricks up his sleeve. He stared at the pile, then
snapped his fingers.

It went up in a whoosh of blue flame
and whisky-smell.

Poor waste of good whisky.
Right-oh. Part three. And if I’m lucky, the Captain has better
booze than I did.

 


It had been hard going getting to the
Captain’s cabin, but the Boggart had finally made it there. Most of
the crew was busy running down to the cargo hold where his little
fire was burning merrily, which left him a fairly clear path to his
destination. Ancient ship or space-ship, the one thing no sailor
takes lightly is a fire.

He’d had a few close calls, but had managed
to avoid any further violence. The Boggart didn’t waste time when
he was faced with the door to the Captain’s quarters. He knocked
brusquely, and was greeted with a rough shout of “Enter! And ya’d
better have word that fire’s out. Otherwise, I might’n just figure
that I’m hungry. ”

The Boggart had donned the face of one of the
crewmen he’d knocked out; his dirty jumpsuit could have passed as
the standard garb for any pirate or dock worker in dozens of
systems.

“Fire’s been contained, Captain. We’ve got
men in the hold assessing the damage, just came from there
myself.”

It took all his control not to show his
reaction to the full sight of Captain Runner.

He’d half-expected a lot of things.

This wasn’t one of them.

The Captain looked like a Reboot—sort of—but
obviously wasn’t the usual zombie. He stood about eight feet tall,
and was skeletally thin, emaciated; his dark skin was patchy, his
face cadaverous, his eyes an unholy scarlet. Literally unholy; the
Boggart could sense the demonic energy in him, something ancient
and evil coiling in on itself behind those eyes. His black, unkempt
hair was pulled back in a rough braid. There were raw, oozing
places on him…not exactly sores, more like places where the skin
had stretched too far and torn and now was…sort of…healing. His
lips, like a Reboot’s, had pulled back from his teeth, giving him a
permanent skull-like “grin.” To make things even more macabre, he
wore what looked like a fancy blue uniform. And not just any
uniform. An ancient US Cavalry uniform from centuries ago, in
design at least; it even had the faded golden crossed sabers.

There was no way a real uniform would have
survived this long. Would it? And why was he wearing it in the
first place?

The jacket hung open to show his chest…which
was not a pretty sight.

What in the name of all things Dark and
Pointy is this bastard?

The Captain grinned at him, pausing for a few
moments before he spoke. “Good, good. So, Renly, would you
chance your Captain a further moment of your time? I haven’t supped
with any of the crew in a long while. I fancy a bit of
company.”

The Captain recognized the crewman’s face
that he was wearing, and by name at that. Not good. Going to
have to bullshit this as much as possible.

The Boggart paused, uncertain for a scant
moment, then replied. “Certainly, Captain.” Well, what else could
he do?

He stepped further into the cabin, closing
and quietly setting the lock on it behind him.

Runner was sitting at a desk that was as big
as any man could expect, but the pirate captain dwarfed it with his
size.

Nice of Claire to conveniently forget to
mention that this guy is a fucking monster. If the Boggart got
off of this ship alive, he swore that he was going to do something
to repay Claire for her kindness.

“So Renly…as ya know, I’m a big man, hard to
move in this cabin. What say ya get down some of that whisky for
the two of us.” The Captain nodded to some place behind the
Boggart; he half turned and saw a well-stocked series of bar
shelves built into the wall. He walked over hesitantly, searching
for a moment before finding the bottle the Captain had referred to;
he held it up for inspection. “That’s the one; fetch down the
glasses too.”

There were only two shot glasses. One was
twice the size of the other. Pretty obvious which one was the
Captain’s. The Boggart brought them both to the desk, put them
down, and without being asked, poured.

The thing reached over the desk—giving the
Boggart a good idea of its reach—and took the bigger glass. He
tossed the contents down, and cocked one of those devilish eyes at
the Boggart. The Boggart drained his small glass, never taking his
eyes off of the Captain.

Something is off.

“Siddown, Renly.” He did so. “Have another.”
The pirate leader poured them both stiff glasses of the whisky; the
Boggart had far better than this blended swill, but he couldn’t
rightly refuse while playing the part of the obedient crewman. “So,
Renly, how long have ya been with this crew?”

Oh shit.

“Long enough, Cap’n. If it pleases you, I
need to get back to my duties.” Run now, regroup, do anything
but stay here. His gut turned to water, and a feeling of dread
was growing with each passing second. He’d survived as long as he
had in his profession by trusting his instincts, and they were all
screaming at him now to save his hide.

“Yer duties are what I say they are, Renly.
An’ I say they’re t’ sit right here an’ have another drink.” The
Captain didn’t seem angry…more…amused.

Which in the Boggart’s estimation was not a
good sign.

“’Course, we both know you ain’t Renly. Ya
might be wearin’ his face, but you ain’t Renly.” The red eyes bored
into his. “So now, I got two questions. The first one bein’, did ya
kill him? If so, I hope ya stashed the body. When I’m done with
you, I’ll want some dessert. And the second bein’, what are
ya, an how do ya taste with steak sauce, stranger?”

Runner stood up faster than the Boggart
thought he could for his size, and flipped the desk like it
was made of balsa wood instead of steel and heavy composite. The
Boggart fell sideways in his chair to avoid it; he felt the crash
as it slammed into the door. He rolled, narrowly avoiding the
Captain’s following stomp, and then sprang to his feet. He dropped
the mask of Renly, opting to concentrate on keeping his skin
attached to his bones instead of holding up the useless guise.

“Well, yer lively enough,” the Captain
taunted. “Why don’t ya try the door?” The way was blocked by the
desk leaning at a crazy angle in front of it, not to mention that
he’d locked it himself on the way in. He’d meant to keep out anyone
that would interfere with the bloody work he had come to do, not to
trap himself.

All the fires of all the hells on
Claire.

The Captain lunged then, his big ropey arms
trying to grasp the Boggart. He ducked under and rushed forward,
trying to get past the pirate. Runner was quicker than he thought,
however; the giant monster spun, catching the Boggart between the
shoulder blades with a huge elbow. He crashed into the liquor
cabinet’s doors, shattering bottles and glasses.

“I like to tenderize my meat a little,
y’see.” He barked a short laugh. “An’ marinate it in booze.”

The Boggart came up with a shard from a
bottle, slashing in quick arcs at the Captain. The glass bit into
his fingers and hand, but he ignored the pain. The Captain chuckled
and took a bold step forward; the Boggart met him, slicing the
pirate open from midsection to his sternum before stabbing his side
a half dozen times.

The Captain roared with laughter. “Is that
all ya got? Yer a piss-poor excuse fer an assassin, much less a
Para.” Almost carelessly, Runner backhanded the Boggart, causing
him to fly hard into the far corner and force stars into his
vision.

But damn he’s strong. He shook
his head to clear his vision, and came up in a crouch, the glass
shiv still in his hand. The Boggart feinted left, then right,
before rolling between the Captain’s legs. He sprang to his feet
again, wrapping his left arm around the pirate’s waist as he
stabbed the upper side of his foe’s ribcage with his right hand. No
blood came from the wound, only a foul-smelling ooze that filled
the room with its stench of corruption.

The Captain plucked the Boggart easily from
his side before flinging him into the air again. This time the
Boggart didn’t land nearly as well. Something popped in his left
shoulder, and the world exploded in a wash of pain. It was
everything that he could do to prop himself up on his good arm,
glass shiv still in hand.

Need to stay conscious. If I black out,
I’m done. He fought back the blackness, and won…though not by
much.

The Captain stalked closer casually, stooped
over in a room too small to fit his frame. As he reached down, the
Boggart slashed up again desperately, separating the flesh from the
ribs under the Captain’s left arm. The skin was laid open in a
flap, exposing bone and shriveled organs beneath.

“Ya’ve got some fight in ya, I’ll say that.
Yer makin’ this pretty entertaining. And that’s sayin’ somethin’.
I’m gonna enjoy eatin’ ya, that’s fer sure.” He leaned in, grinning
wide to show his terrible jagged yellow teeth, blood seeping
through his gums. “Yer better than them pissants I got fer a crew.
Bad for morale to eat them too often or without cause, anyways. Yer
gonna make me strong. But how about we dance a little more first? I
like ta work up an appetite.” He picked up the Boggart by the
scruff of his neck, lifting him off of the floor as easily as if he
was a rag doll.

The Boggart slashed at the Captain’s wrist,
splitting tendons and cartilage from bone. The pirate’s grip never
wavered or weakened.

I’m gonna make him strong? He’s going to
goddamn eat me? The Boggart punished his memory, trying
to beat something out of it. His head was pounding, and he could
see his vision going dark around the edges as blood leaked between
his pointed teeth. This all sounded vaguely familiar, but what—

“What in hell are you?” he gasped, not really
believing that the monster would give itself away. What could he
lose in the asking, though? It bought him a moment to breathe, if
nothing else.

The Captain roared with laughter. “Vamp bitch
didn’t tell ya? Ya never fought a Wendigo before? Well, first an’
last time, then.”

It all clicked at once for the Boggart. He
knew what he had to do; he only hoped he’d live long enough to pull
it off. The Captain slammed him against the wall, then threw him
once more, this time at the rear of the cabin. The Boggart hit the
wall and slid down, holding onto consciousness as hard as he could.
The Captain loped towards him again, picking up the Boggart by the
throat, leaving him scarcely enough room in his grip to
breathe.

His massive fingers wrapped fully around the
Boggart’s neck. “I’ve enjoyed this, assassin, but all games come to
an end.”

In response, the Boggart flipped the glass
shiv in his hand, then swung his fist down and hard into the
Wendigo’s left eye. The pirate simply laughed, gripping the
Boggart’s fist in his own hand of iron; then he slowly
pulled the shiv out, before tightening his fist and crushing
the glass in the Boggart’s hand. The eye—unlike the rest of him—was
intact. Still like a glowing coal in the socket.

“I take it the Fang bitch sent you personal,
insteada gettin’ ’nother of her flunkies?” the Captain asked,
casually. “Had t’space the first dozen boy-toys she sent after me.
Fang infection spoils th’ meat, sours it. Not very good eatin’.” He
laughed. “I reckon this’s her best, last shot. Yer not bad. Not
good, but not bad.” He let go of the Boggart’s right hand,
still grinning. “So, take your best, last shot, assassin.
I’m hungry.” No fear there; clearly he didn’t think there was
anything the Boggart could do to change the outcome.

“Alright.” In a single deft motion, the
Boggart unholstered his revolver and shoved it into the wound he
had caused on the pirate’s left flank. For a frantic half-second he
wiggled the barrel around until he found what he was looking for.
The heart! Looking into the Captain’s eyes, he pulled the
trigger.

A muted whump was the only sound the
heavy pistol made as the solid silver bullet and all of the
expanding gases from the shot vaporized the pirate captain’s heart
and other nearby organs.

Runner’s eyes went wide, and for a moment his
grip tightened around the Boggart’s throat, threatening to squeeze
the life out of him.

Just as quickly as it had come the strength
fled from the grip, depositing the Boggart onto the deck in a
heap.

Then the Captain toppled over like a dead
tree. He hit the deck with a heavy thud, and did not move,
the hell-light gone from his eyes, which were now only empty, dark
sockets.

The Boggart could only lie there, panting,
waiting for his wounds to heal. This had been sheer luck; he’d kept
the revolver loaded with what was left of his silver bullets,
figuring that since this Captain was putting pressure on Fangs, he
had to be a Fur—especially since most privateer crews were Furs. A
Wendigo pirate made as much sense, though; plenty of loot and
bodies to feast on. This was the first time he had ever seen one;
he hoped it would be the last. At least his own curiosity and the
nature of his job had made him research every Para there had ever
been reported since the time of the Zombie Uprising. Otherwise…he’d
have been dead.

Of course, he could go ethereal as soon as
the Wendigo tried to eat him, but he was still stuck on the ship
with no way off while the Captain and crew were actively looking
for him.

Which meant eventually the timer on that box
would run out.

And then he would have been dead. And
he’d have been spending every one of those last minutes either in
the Nowhere agonizing about it, or popping in and out, trying to
figure a way out.

The Boggart opened the cylinder on his
revolver, counting the remaining rounds. Four left. Should be
enough for this job, barring any more…complications. He flicked
his wrist, closing the cylinder with a loud snap. His head was
swimming, and his left arm was still refusing to work; probably
dislocated at the shoulder. He needed a little bit of rest, at
least. It was going to be a stone bitch putting that shoulder back
in.

He couldn’t stick around here, either.
Eventually someone would come calling on the Captain—the
late Captain, he reminded himself—and would find the grisly
results of the melee.

Besides, the Boggart still had more work to
do before he could leave.

He took a deep, pain-filled breath, and went
ethereal, jaunting to his watch, back in the hold.

It was a shock going from feeling “blissful
nothing” back into “agonizing pain” again. He nearly blacked out.
This must have been the worst fight he’d had in…well, a long time.
He put his back against the wall and slid down it, then, gritting
his teeth, grabbed his “bad” wrist with his good hand, and pulled,
and rotated slowly, until the shoulder snapped back into place with
an audible pop, and a stab of agony that put spots in front
of his eyes. He could have used more whisky…and a rare steak…and a
bed. Maybe a nice woman to massage him while he healed…yeah, that’d
be the ticket.

Too bad what he got was a storage closet that
still smelled of smoke from the air recyclers, and a cold bulkhead.
Life sucked. But it beat the alternative. Like being the blue-plate
special for a Wendigo or dying in a puff of vapor. He did his best
to patch himself up, cleaning up the cuts and draining the very
last dregs from his flask to dull down the pain. It didn’t work
nearly as well as he had hoped.

He’d have to find an EVA suit to get over to
the runabout. Once he was in there, he could first call the Púca
and give the bastard the coordinates of what used to be the
Cenotaph. Then he could call Claire. Then he’d drink the
runabout’s bar dry. First, however, he still had a little bit more
of the ol’ skullduggery to perform.

He looked up at the shelf that held the
watch-box and something occurred to him. There just might be some
loot in the closet that would be small enough for him to pocket. By
damn, he deserved it, and why should Home Service get it?

He dragged himself to his feet and looked
over the shelves, pocketing a few things that looked expensive,
high-tech, or both. It was a little hard to figure out what might
be good; Paras, except for maybe the Fangs, weren’t particularly
good with tech. The Boggart had kept current with the advances of
late, but like others of his kind was still slow compared to Norms.
That Fur he was after, Fred, had been a rarity; he had taken to
tech and engineering like a fish to water. Maybe because he’d been
an engineer before he was Turned. The Boggart was a far more
ancient thing, all told.

While he searched, he became aware that
things outside this closet were getting…noisy. Very. Alarms went
off—that would be when the Captain’s body was discovered, he
reckoned—but shortly after that, the noises got more chaotic. The
whine of energy-weapons, the sound of old-fashioned gunshots,
screams, yelling…it appeared that the only thing holding the crew
together had been fear of the Captain. With that gone, it was
chaos.

Which was good and bad. Good, because no one
would be looking specifically for him. Bad, because anyone he met
was going to assume he was someone to kill.

Well, he’d just have to be sneak—

The door to his closet opened. Before he
could react, a Reboot darted in, and slammed and locked the door
behind himself. The Boggart turned around slowly. The Reboot had
its hands placed against the door, as if to hold it against
whatever fighting was raging outside. “Man, this is a bad
scene. Vibes all wrong, everything gone to hell…”

The Reboot turned around, and only then did
it notice the Boggart.

“Oh.”

Before the Reboot could react, the Boggart
had his right hand around its throat, his left going to its mouth;
a good twist, and he figured that its decayed head would come off.
The Reboot’s eyes grew wide in their sockets, and it held its hands
up slowly.

The Boggart took a moment, nothing but shared
silence in the closet. Carefully, he let his left hand move away
from the Reboot’s mouth. “You’re a zombie.”

“No shit? Hadn’t noticed.” The Reboot checked
himself. “Dude…” the Reboot said weakly. “Dude, don’t, like…do
anything rash. Okay?”

For a moment, the Boggart wondered if he’d
hit his head a little too hard. “How can you talk? Are you part of
the crew?”

“Dude, I dunno how I can talk. One day I was
catchin’ waves and partaking of some killer Maui Wowie, the next
thing I know, I’m a walking stiff.” The Reboot flailed a hand. “I
told Fred we shouldn’t head for any place with people in it,
but noooooo, he just had to go to the nearest station, and we get
there, and it’s ass deep in Fangs, man!”

The Boggart slapped the Reboot hard, and
ignored that some flakes of skin came off. “Hey, slow down. Get
your head straight. Who are you? And how do you know Fred?”

“Fred?” Belatedly the Reboot seemed to
realize he’d spilled a name. “Fred who, man?” The Boggart held up a
single claw in front of the Reboot’s face, cocking an eyebrow.

The Reboot folded. “Dude, don’t, dude, I
dunno who you are but…look, we were on this ship, see? This
ship, actually, before it went to hell. And we spaced the Fangs,
cause they were, like total douches. Breaking Reboots, only a
matter of time before they got us, and Fred was sick of it, too.
Y’know, being lunch and taking their shit. And we found a sweet
spot to park, and then the stupid ship sent up some dingus or other
and called for help and Fred, Fred, he was the engineer, he said we
had to get ourselves lost someplace where there were lots of people
and I said no, but he wouldn’t listen, man, and we headed for the
nearest big station and it was full, I mean packed with
Fangs, and Fred got off to look around and by then I’d figured out
how to fly this thing and I took off and then these guys found the
ship so I played like a dumb Reboot and they took it to a refit
yard and that’s all I know man!” All the information spilled past
his tattered lips in a rush, and the Boggart absorbed it all. It
included the interesting fact that as far as he knew, the renegade
Fur was still back on “the station.”

“And that would be what station, exactly?”
the Boggart asked, in a little growl.

The Reboot could not have been happier to
babble on. “The one with all the Fangs, run by the Fang bitch,
dude, Fred was figuring he’d head for the nearest Fur station an’
try an’ hide, or Norms, but there ain’t a lot of Norms out here in
this corner of space, but he figured a Norm station was better
’cause no Norm would ever be able to sniff him out, he was gonna
sell the ship for scrap an’ use that t’ run off, an I figured he’d
just ditch me, ’cause man, who cares about a dumb Reboot, so that
was why I took the ship an’ booked, an’ the Captain, he picked up
the ship not long after I left the station, I figured I had more
chance hiding with the other Reboots so I hid for awhile.”

If the Reboot had had working lungs, he would
have run out of breath before that sentence was over. Everything
started falling into place for the Boggart, though. This Reboot,
the beach planet, the pirates, the whole shebang. The Reboot had
outlined it very nicely. He couldn’t help but smile. “That’s good,
much better. You still haven’t told me your name.” His outstretched
claw twitched once, just a little closer to the Reboot’s eye.

“Pete,” squeaked the Reboot.

“Well, Pete. This is what you are going to
do. If you enjoy keeping your brains inside your skull, you’re
going to show me where the engine room is. From there, we’re gonna
get a nice EVA kit. And then you are going to come back here to
this closet and you are going to lock yourself in. And you are not
going to move for at least a couple of days; probably safer for
your wrinkled hide with all the fighting outside, anyways.
Savvy?”

“Yes,” the Reboot squeaked. “Sir.”

“All right then.” The Boggart let go of the
Reboot, smiling. “After you.”

Did Reboots tremble with fear? Could they?
The zombie seemed steady enough to the Boggart as he shambled along
the corridors. The Boggart was not entirely sure that he trusted
this thing; after all, a zombie that could talk was a zombie that
could lie. Everyone remembered what the last famous “talking
zombie” was capable of. And there wasn’t much left of him to take
body-language readings from. He kept his hand on his revolver and
his eyes trained on the Reboot. They could still clearly hear the
fighting, no matter how far they ventured into the ship. From what
the Boggart remembered of older ship layouts, they should be
heading in the right direction.

“Any of the other crew know that you’re
smarter than the average bear?” He grinned, pushing the Reboot
ahead of him.

“Uh, what?” The Reboot stopped and turned to
stare at him. “What’s that mean, dude?”

He knows what it means, and he’s going to lie, the Boggart
decided. But he figured he’d give it a try anyway.

“Any of the crew know you can think? And
talk?” he said, with exaggerated patience.

“Dude! Why would I, like—gurk!” The
last came as the Boggart closed his unwounded hand tight around the
Reboot’s throat.

“Don’t lie,” he said, gently. “I’ve got
centuries’ worth of figuring out how to tell when people lie. And,
if you couldn’t tell, I’m not in the best of moods right now. Also,
I know exactly how to take you Reboots apart and scatter the pieces
so you can never get back together again. So if you don’t want to
spend the rest of however long with your head crammed in a
wallspace staring at nothing, don’t lie.” He released a little
tension from his grip, just enough for the Reboot to speak.

“Yes,” squeaked the Reboot. “I figgered, the
Captain being…they’d take anything.” He looked sullenly at the
floor. “I think he might have been planning on selling me, down the
road, anyways.”

“See how easy that was?” the Boggart said,
releasing him. “Now I know. And now you know I know. So you know
not to try anything really, truly stupid, like leading me into an
ambush. Right?” Pete nodded vigorously. The Boggart gave him
another shove, and the Reboot started to shuffle forward. “And make
sure you don’t lead me in circles hoping we’ll run into someone. I
am pretty good at finding my way around a ship.”

The Reboot’s meanderings became a bit more
direct after that, with the only obvious detours being to avoid
obvious hotspots (as evidenced by the increased volume in fighting
sounds: weapons-fire, screaming, crashing, and the moans of the
dying, usually). Finally he stopped at a closed door.

“This’s the new engine room.” The Boggart
gave him a look. “I mean, dude, it’s like the old engine room but
there’s new engines in it. FTL stuff, now, instead of the ‘slug
drives,’ like the Captain called them, man. He made me go in there
a lot…uh, there’s lotsa rads. I guess they weren’t too careful with
the refit.”

Peachy. “Then you’ll know your way
around.” He gestured. “After you.”

If the Reboot had been hoping the information
would keep the Boggart out, well…too bad. Because it wouldn’t. Fey
didn’t give a crap about rads. The only problem was, they might
trigger the box holding the watch, and he didn’t want his revolver
and clothing to suddenly start triggering rad alarms elsewhere. The
Boggart stripped out of his jumpsuit, piling it in a corner outside
of the hatch to the engine room, with his revolver and the box with
the watch safely buried under it; he could get to it quickly
enough, if need be, and it was unlikely anyone was going to bother
looking under a dirty, torn, bloody jumpsuit during all the
fighting.

The Reboot averted his eyes, and fumbled with
the access lock. To the Boggart’s eyes, it didn’t look like
stalling, it looked like Reboot clumsiness. The outer door slid
open, revealing a small safety chamber, adequate for two. “When we
get in there, show me where this will do the most damage.”
The Reboot saw what the Boggart was holding, and his eyes went
wide. “Just to disable the engines; don’t want to send you to the
dark below in a radioactive puff, zombie, have no fear.” He
imagined that Pete was having a very hard time not fearing, right
now. “Think about it. I can’t have you morons chasing me once I get
to my boat. Right?”

“Uh. Right, dude. Whatever you say.” Pete did
as he was told, looking over his shoulder at the Boggart every few
seconds to make sure that the Para hadn’t changed his mind and
decided to blow them both to Hell right there and then.

Let him think I’m crazy; makes it easier to
get this done faster.

Once it was done they crammed into the safety
chamber, Pete closed the inner hatch, then opened the outer one
into the corridor. The Boggart dressed and gathered his belongings,
checking the cylinder of the Webley out of habit. Still four
bullets. And the watch-box seemed unchanged. “Now all I need is an
EVA suit, one with full air and propulsion cylinders, and yes, I
can tell. You bring me to that, and you and I can part company,
Pete.”

“EVA suits are at the airlock, dude, you can
take your pick.” Pete’s gait now was a lot faster, it seemed he
couldn’t be rid of the Boggart quickly enough. And just when we
were beginning to become such fast friends. Which suited the
Boggart just fine.

After a few more twists, turns, and a couple
of tense moments when they had to hide and let a running battle
pass them, the Boggart and Pete had reached the airlock. The
Boggart checked all of the equipment that Pete selected for him;
the suit’s integrity was in the green, the propulsion system read
as being okay if a little on the weak side, and the air canisters
were topped off. When the Boggart was ready, with his revolver
hidden away and the box tucked under his arm, he flipped down his
visor and closed the inner airlock door. Pete watched from the
other side, still looking nervous; well, as nervous as a Reboot
could manage to look.

“Get out of here, Pete. Run and hide;
probably give you the best chance of surviving.” Without another
word, the Boggart saluted and then cycled the airlock to
depressurize. Pete wasted no time, turning and bolting as fast as
his rotted limbs could carry him.

Once the outer airlock doors were open, the
Boggart activated his mag boots and made his way towards the aft of
the ship. After that it was a simple matter to use the propulsion
unit that the EVA came with to get back to the ship’s own airlock,
which the pirates had conveniently left without any sort of
security on it. No added security lock, no change to the entry pad,
no nothing. Morons. Then again, with what appeared to be a
crew fathered by the Three Stooges from Hell, maybe the Captain had
figured they’d screw up any sort of security that was put on it,
and lock them all out of their prize. As soon as the main cabin was
back up to full atmo, he popped off his suit helmet and settled
down at the controls. With a few tapped commands, his own engines
thrummed back to life; a little thrust, and the tether between his
ship and the pirate vessel snapped. Someone must have been at the
helm of the former Cenotaph, because it quickly swung around
to see what had happened to their captured prey. That’s when the
Boggart flipped the safety off of the detonator, and mashed his
thumb on the activation stud.

It was a little anticlimactic; the pirate
ship shuddered, and kept drifting in the same direction it had been
taking before he killed the engines. Which basically meant it was
now rotating, slowly, in about the same space. Good thing they
hadn’t actually been traveling anywhere; from what he heard, an
abrupt translation from FTL to sublight could be pretty rough for
passengers. As in, “crew becomes wet paste against the wall” sort
of rough.

The Boggart set his course on the autopilot
before leaning back in his chair. He was in dire need of a drink,
and there was an entire minibar to raid. But, first, the grim
necessities of his profession. “Time to call this in to the
Púca.”

 


“You did what?” The Púca was agape on
the vid-link. The Boggart was making sure he took a few screencaps
of this conversation; he’d want to revisit the look on the Púca’s
face often.

“Tracked down the ship,” the Boggart
repeated. “She’d been refitted for a privateer. Had a little talk
with the Captain, who wouldn’t see reason, so I eliminated him and
shut down the drives. Explosively, I’m afraid, but she’ll still be
worth what the original was.”

“No no no, no.” The Púca shook his
head viciously. “I meant about the goddamned bomb!”

“Quit getting your panties in a wad. The old
drives were worthless, and you know it. So what if I took out the
new ones? You still have a ship with most of the retrofit done for
you. It was the hull that was valuable.” The Boggart snorted.

“Gods, the bosses are going to have my
freakin’ head for this. Maybe my job, too.” He buried his face in
his hands, disconsolate. “This was supposed to be simple, nice and
quiet, easy even. Hell, I didn’t half expect that you’d find
it, really; just have you quit after a while and write it off, nice
and tidy without me ever having to leave my desk.”

“Whatever. We still have a contract. You
remember, the one you made sure we had down in triplicate?” No
weaseling out of paying me, you bastard. Whatever scam you were
hoping to run probably just got shot to shit, too. “Dunno why
they’d be pissed off about it. They got the ship with a
three-fourth retrofit, they got a buncha privateers they can either
hang themselves or turn over for bounty, all’s well that ends well.
Don’t BS me about my fee being more than even a bare hull, bucko, I
know what this shit’s worth down to the last rivet.” The last part
was a bit of a stretch, but it sounded good.

The Púca threw up his hands in exasperation.
“Fine, fine. Christ, you really screwed me on this. Just find that
goddamn Fur and finish this rotten mess.”

“Have it your way. Out.” The Boggart cut the
connection, then called Claire.

Or rather, got her secretary. Looked like a
thrall, and like most of Claire’s boys, pretty, but competent. He’d
have to give Claire this much; it didn’t look as if she kept anyone
useless around. Maybe she got rid all of the useless ones by
sending them up against Runner. If nothing else, she’s an efficient
bitch.

“Tell your boss her little problem is
taken care of, and I’m on my way back. This time, I don’t want a
room full of guns in my face when I arrive. Got it?”

“We will need independent verification of
that, Boggart,” said the pretty boy, looking down his nose, as if
the Boggart was something green he’d found in the bottom of a
coffee cup left in the sink.

“Just check Home Service’s outgoing tugs.
They’re going to retrieve what’s left of the Cenotaph any
second now.” The Boggart didn’t really care what the pretty boy
thought, but he gave the thrall a grin that showed all of his
teeth. All of them. Even if the flunky didn’t believe him,
he knew Claire would; if there was one thing about the Boggart, it
was that he kept his promises. That would probably get him killed
one day. On the other hand, it kept his enemies wary. Part of the
reason why he even got this lousy gig was because it was fairly
well known that “The Boggart always delivers.”

“I’ll be doing that,” said the thrall, and
looked away; the Boggart saw the young man shiver at the sight of
his teeth. “You’ll have docking bay 27. Try not to damage anything
coming in.” He cut the connection a picosecond before the Boggart
could, getting in one last little snub.

“Little self-important prick,” the Boggart
muttered, and put the ship on auto so he could make some serious
inroads on the stocked bar. He needed it, he deserved it and by all
the Dark Below, he had earned it. He had time to kill, and wanted
to at least look a little bit better by the time he got to the
station. The booze and sleep would both help with that. Nothing he
could do about his wardrobe though. He was going to invoice Home
Service for a new coat at least; “expenses” covered a wide range of
things when you were on the H.S. dime, and they had plenty of coin
to spare. Good thing for him that most of the Fey healed fast.

One bottle of very good single malt, one
bottle of reasonable blended, and one bottle of bourbon later,
followed by a good long nap and a sonic shower…and the Boggart was
feeling a good deal better. At least well enough to make himself a
triple martini to pass the time while the boat docked itself.
Letting a ship autodock was always a time-wasting proposition,
because the stupid boats would make as many corrections as a fussy
maiden aunt on her first driving test. If there was one thing that
engineers took to heart, it was safety, followed very closely by
redundancy; in these pleasure yachts, there were safeties aplenty
to keep rich morons from becoming dead rich morons. Too bad, in the
Boggart’s opinion, though he supposed someone had to pay the bills.
There was a lot of money in finding the lost heirs of rich morons.
Or not finding them, depending on who was hiring. It was a
deep dark galaxy, and credits to be had on both sides of
things.

Much sooner than he would have liked, but at
least after he had finished his martini and started on a second,
the ship had finished all of the tedious autodocking procedures,
and was finally to rest on Claire’s station. The Boggart strolled
out of the docking lock still carrying his martini in one hand, the
box in the other, and in all his slashed, bloodstained and torn-up
glory.

Most days he preferred to look anonymous, and
not make an entrance.

Today was not that day.

He was wearing his own face. All of the
docking bay personnel looked at him like he had grown a horn in the
middle of his forehead. Then they moved carefully aside.

He grinned at them—helped to remind people
that Boggarts had teeth as well as claws—and sauntered in
the direction of Claire’s office. He figured sooner or later he’d
get an escort. She couldn’t allow him to wander all over the
station on his own after all. He might frighten the tourists;
probably another reason why she had stuck him at the very end row
for the docking bays. When the bodyguards came, they tried their
best to slip in silently behind him and beside him, but the Boggart
knew all the right tricks and had spotted them the moment he
entered the concourse.

He toasted them. “Evening, gents. Take me to
your leader.”

They all looked to each other, uncertain what
to make of the Boggart, but kept walking, guiding him. These
weren’t thralls; probably hired guns. Needed some extra muscle
after you fed the stupid and weak—or perhaps inconvenient—to
Runner, Claire?

To their credit, these guys were neither
stupid nor weak. The rest of them gave a quick glance at one of
their number, a man with a close-cropped goatee. That’d be their
“occifer”, pardon me, “officer”. He gave an abrupt nod and fell
in next to the Boggart; the others formed up behind.

“If you’ll come with me, Mr. Boggart.” There
was no question there; it was a statement. The Boggart nodded back,
and ambled along beside him.

There was no particular reason for a station
to be cylindrical or circular anymore, not with artificial grav
having become more widespread in recent years. As a consequence,
stations had retrofitted and spread out like fat spiders in a web.
Claire’s station was no exception. It would have been a long, long
walk to the hub, but the tourists would have complained; at the end
of the first leg was a transport system; the goons waved him into a
car which he shared with the head goon and four others; the rest
took another car. He finished his martini and handed the empty
glass to the head goon, who looked nonplussed at finding himself
holding the empty glass. The head goon then handed it back to one
of the others. The Boggart snickered to himself, the booze still
affecting him some. What’s the point if I can’t mess with them
at least a little bit?

The car stopped at what was obviously the
administration floor of the hub. The Boggart got out, followed by
his escort.

It was pretty obvious where he should go now;
the imposing double doors of incised silver metal at the end of the
corridor he was looking down. He marched straight for them. He’d
have liked to straight-arm them both open just for effect,
but they opened before he got there.

And there was Claire at her desk as if she’d
never left it. “Hi, honey,” he said, tossing the box so it landed
on the desk with a crash, sending smartpads and desktop trinkets
flying. “I’m home.”

“So I see,” she said dryly. The doors closed
behind him, leaving the hired guns in the hall. Evidently they
weren’t good enough to step on the carpet in the office.

He was likely a sight; his jumpsuit, bloody
and torn in a dozen places, had the top half wrapped around his
waist. The cuts and bruises he’d suffered weren’t completely gone
yet, though they didn’t show up as much against his charcoal black
skin. Still, he looked battered, and had wanted her to see how much
that wasn’t stopping him.

“I assume you want me to open the box now?
Darling?” she asked. As if that was an option.

“I did what was asked,” he spat. “Though you
conveniently left out a few key facts. Like it was a goddamn
Wendigo I was supposed to kill.” He gestured at himself. “He didn’t
go easily, as you can imagine. He probably made chopped liver out
of your own guys. So yes, I want you to open the box and give me
back my goddamned pocket watch.” He looked down at her, his dark
eyes glinting. “Don’t make this difficult.”

“Oh. Really.” Her fingertip made little
circles on the top of the box. “After you’ve proved so very useful?
I’m sure I can think of some other things for you to do.”

“Don’t play, Claire. A deal’s a deal, and you
know what they say ’bout me.”

She said nothing. She only nodded to the four
guards in the room with her. One reached for his shoulder, but the
Boggart knew that it was coming. He grabbed the thrall’s wrist,
wrenched it, and then put all of his strength in sending the man
forward over his shoulder. The Boggart didn’t wait to see what
happened to that man; the next one was already upon him, from his
left. For that one, he kicked the man’s knee, hyper-extending it;
the thrall screamed shrilly, but the wail was quickly cut off by
three quick jabs and an uppercut from the Boggart. The man’s teeth
clicked loudly as he tumbled backwards.

There were still two thralls left standing,
however. They were far more wary; they spaced themselves out,
trying to flank the Boggart from the front and back. The one in
front of him was a broad-shouldered bull of a man with a pug face.
His eyes were what betrayed him, though; the Boggart saw them widen
suddenly, a scant breath before the thrall lunged forward.

The Boggart fell to his left side, catching
himself with his hands and leaving his right leg thrust out. The
large man was already committed in his charge, and tripped across
the Boggart’s outthrust leg. He went sprawling face first into the
man who had been behind the Boggart; they collided in a messy pile,
cursing.

The Boggart recovered first, and began
kicking both men as hard as he could, aiming for their kidneys and
bellies. Suddenly, arms had wrapped around his chest and arms: the
first guard that he had thrown. He was dragged backwards, away from
the two guards on the ground in front of him.

All right, fella. We’ll just take a little
bit longer, is all. He sank his claws into the forearms of the
man who had grasped him, eliciting a scream from his captor.
Lifting one arm up to his face, the Boggart took a bite out of it,
wrenching his head to the side suddenly. He felt blood dripping
down his chin.

One of the guards on the ground had
disentangled himself, and came running for the Boggart with an
upraised fist.

He was handicapped. He didn’t actually want
to kill any of these fools. It wasn’t their fault they had
fallen for that treacherous bitch, and been dumb enough to submit
themselves as thralls to her blood. It didn’t mean he was going to
cut them too much slack, but he understood the why of it
all, at least. This was how the Fangs worked. It was instinct for
them to gather thralls, it was instinct for them to use their
amped-up sex appeal to do so, and when testosterone and Fang
pheromones hit the human male, the brains went right out the
window. But he was too tired and too beat up to give too much of a
shit for whose fault it was. He was pissed off, and would
not tolerate this nonsense. Even from Claire. Keep
telling yourself that, champ. It’s bound to come true
eventually.

The Boggart threw his head back, breaking the
nose of the man whom he’d taken a bite out of. He heard the man
fall to the floor with a weighty thunk, and knew that one
was out of the fight. Two more. One had dragged himself
upright, meaning to come straight on to face the Boggart.

Bad move. You should have waited for your
pal to right himself.

The Boggart spat the chunk of flesh still in
his teeth; it flew right into the bodyguard’s face, causing him to
throw his hands up in disgust to get the bit of gore out of his
eyes. The Boggart kicked hard, driving his shin into the man’s
stomach; he could feel as the air escaped the thrall’s lungs,
bending him over double. The Boggart took a half step forward,
bringing him abreast of the bodyguard; he brought his right elbow
down on the man’s neck hard, sending him to the floor hard.

And then there was one.

The Boggart glanced at the lone conscious
thrall, on his knees now from where he’d been knocked down. The
Boggart glared murder at him. He could tell that the man was
beaten.

“Enough!” the thrall gasped. “Truce!”

The Boggart simply walked past, shoving the
man roughly down, not even sparing a backward glance.

In a few strides, he was next to Claire; she
gasped sharply; for the first time, her expression actually
demonstrating something—a mingling of fear and uncertainty. She had
no idea what was about to happen to her. She was a vampire, but
only of some thirty years; not yet as terribly strong as the
Elders. She could have fought him, and maybe won, but she didn’t
move a single muscle. The Boggart brought his clawed hand up to her
face…and took her chin between his fingers gently. “I’m not
anybody’s pet, Claire. You keep making that mistake about me. We
had a deal, darling.” He looked down for a moment before meeting
her eyes again. “You know how I am about those. Like I said
earlier.” At that moment, dozens of thralls burst into the room,
all of them pointing very large guns directly at the Boggart’s
head.

The fear left her eyes, but not the
uncertainty. It was hard to read a Fang, but he thought…just for a
second, she looked like the old Claire, before she had become
possessive and the fact that he was immortal and she wasn’t had
started to make her a little crazy and he had to cut things
short.

He’d been told, hellfires, he knew,
that anything but a casual fling between Fey and Norms just
wouldn’t work. For his part, he’d tried to keep it light.
Well…yeah, tried, that was the kicker. Maybe he hadn’t tried hard
enough. Maybe he hadn’t wanted to try hard enough. Maybe…he
was no shrink, he didn’t know. All he did know was that it got
messy, and sad.

Thirty years ago…

Just for a second, there was that old spark
there. And it faded…but it didn’t entirely leave her eyes.

And maybe if he’d been what he was back
then…

But that was a long time ago. And she wasn’t
the old Claire. No matter what was underneath it all, she was a
Fang now, and Fangs didn’t have lovers. Fangs only had drones and
thralls, and the Boggart would become neither for anyone. That was
her Hell now, he realized; she had become what she was, ultimately,
to find him again. His immortality had driven them apart. Now hers
would drive them away from each other yet again. It was
heartbreaking, even for his old soul…but he had a job to do, and
the Boggart always delivered.

“You’re right, Boggie,” she said, quietly. “A
deal’s a deal.” She traced another couple of circles on the top of
the box; there was a hum, and the top irised open. “Go ahead. Take
the watch.” She laughed a little, bitterly. “Don’t worry, you won’t
lose any fingers.”

He reached in gingerly, still staring at her
eyes. They used to be a tender green like the forests he remembered
from his homeland, in a face the soft pink of an apple blossom, but
now they were cold emerald against ivory. He still saw something of
her old fire there, though, behind it all.

“Damned if we do, and damned if we don’t,”
she said.

“There might be another time, Claire…in
another life. But it isn’t now. I’ve got my job, and you’ve got
your life.” He smiled, reluctantly. “It’s a small galaxy, though.
Doubtless I’ll run into you again.”

“Not if I see you first,” she said, with a
brittle laugh. “Time for you to go back to your leash-holder. I
have a station to see to.”

He could tell that she wanted nothing more
than for him to take her into his arms, to erase the past thirty
years in a single embrace…but that’s not who he was.

The Boggart always kept his word.

Without saying anything else, he turned away
from her, striding past the guards and the mess and out the
door.

Sometimes…he really hated his job.

As much as I wish it wasn’t, this is one
of those times, the Boggart reflected as he made his way to his
skiff.

 


Home Service was probably not going to be
entirely happy about the bill they were going to get from “Bert’s
Men’s Outfitters.” On the other hand, if they bothered to look at
what the bill might have been from the upper fifty percent
of the stores on Claire’s station, they’d figure out that it could
have been much worse. The Boggart got a kind of melancholy pleasure
out of his new duds; it seemed that Retro was In for this
decade, and he was outfitted in classic film noir style.

Only fitting, you dirty rotten
sentimentalist. If he was going to walk out on the dame, he
might as well look the part. He shoved his hands into the pockets
of his trench coat, and pulled the completely useless fedora down
over his eyes, and slouched into that piece of crap the Púca had
rented for him.

Of course what the Púca didn’t know was that
he’d hocked one of the knickknacks he’d purloined from the pirate,
and there was some very nice single malt indeed that was going to
help him ease his sorrows and discomfort. As the skiff pulled away
from the station, he cracked the first bottle, never bothering with
a glass.

To Claire: what could’ve been, what
will never come to pass.

The Boggart passed the time in silence,
drifting towards his next destination—one he hoped would wrap this
case up. He was tired. And that little pissant Pete had better have
given him the straight dope. He wasn’t at all sure he had the steam
to tail-chase this Fred much further. Vampires, talking Reboots,
a freakin’ Wendigo, and one wily Werewolf. It sure can be a strange
universe, sometimes. He had time and then some to contemplate
all of those mysteries; the station he was bound for was another
backwater, and even worse it was a Norm-run backwater. It
was also his last shot; it was going to take him days to get out
there, and once there he had no more moves or clues to go on.

On the other hand, where else would Fred go?
It would be one thing if he still had Pack connections, but he
didn’t, no Pack would trust a Lone from another Pack even creeping
in like a Zeta with his tail between his legs, and he probably
didn’t even know where to contact any of his bloodline to see if
his old Pack would take him in.

And unless I miss my guess, he’s running out
of money. He knows he can’t tap his owed wages, not after pulling
the stunt he did, so all he’s got is whatever he scrounged up on
the first station. In fact…wonder if he didn’t work his way over
there on a freighter…which means.…

Ha. Fred’s gonna have to find a job.
Running was easy when you had time, credits, and friends. Time Fred
had had. He certainly didn’t have any friends anymore, and the last
the Boggart had already guessed the truth of.

This might be the first decent break he was
going to have in this case.

 


This was a working station; none of the flash
of the first tourist trap the Boggart had visited, and none of the
polish of Claire’s station, which catered to a much higher
clientele. The thing was huge. It had to be. Entire arms were
leased by various companies. It might be a backwater as far as the
tourist trade was concerned, but as far as the mercantile and
industrial trade went it was a hotspot. Right in the “sweet spot”
where several sorts of raw materials could come together for
manufacturing, and positioned perfectly as a refueling depot for
short-run transports. Ninety percent of the traffic here was
commercial, not tourist, with the odd smattering of colonists,
researchers, and religious pilgrims from every and any faith.

But it was a lot higher on the food chain
than the mining colony had been. Pretty much everyone here was
skilled labor, even the stevedores. Operating transfer equipment
took a lot more brains and better reflexes than digging and
blasting rock. This translated to better pay and more safety. Still
what in the old, old days would have been called “blue-collar”
work, but skilled and specialized.

And it took tough creatures to do it. Every
time you worked industrial, things went wrong, and they usually
required brute force to put them right, which is why it was even
stranger that this was mostly a Norm facility.

The Boggart got the vibe as soon as he
disembarked. There was no effort here to make things sleek, or
shiny, or pretty—but they were military-clean, big, and hard to
break. Solid. As a tiny little boat, he got put as far in towards
the hub as they could get him, which suited him just fine. Berths
far out on the arm were reserved for huge transports. And the
berths on this section of the docks were as physically close
together as they could be and still dock safely. There was a wide
variety of little, working ships crowded in here. Tugs, short-haul
messengers and delivery service for small, extremely expensive
things, a few skiffs like his, probably owned by wildcatter
explorers, even a couple military and Home Service couriers.

The corridors were strictly segregated:
people on two narrow walkways on either side, middle reserved for a
light rail system that zipped heavy and bulky items to the ships.
Compared to the meandering throngs of tourists on the last two
stations, these corridors of industrial-beige bulkheads and floors
seemed sparsely populated. And everyone in them was very
purposefully going somewhere. This was no place to
meander.

Good thing the Boggart had a destination.
Another transient hostel. There were plenty of them: for crewmen of
ships waiting to be loaded or unloaded, for laborers that weren’t
in company quarters. From there, he figured his next option would
be to pick up short, casual jobs from the pool if he needed to, and
meanwhile, sniff around without being obvious. He had the skills,
he had the brawn, and most importantly, he had the Union card.
There were times when that came in handy, and this was going to be
one of them. Since this was a working station, he didn’t have to
wait very long for an “application process” at any of the jobs he
took up there; out this far, there’s always a labor shortage, so if
your credentials check out and you show up, you can start working
immediately in most places. And that’s just what the Boggart
did.

And of course the PI work went on too. Most
of it simply involved showing up and listening to people, just as
he’d done in the mine-colony bar. He’d found out early on in his
profession that most people will spill their entire life story with
very little prompting; everyone wanted to be heard, to be
recognized for who they were and what they’d done. It was when you
started getting too probing and pushy that they all clammed up. The
Boggart also took in a lot of gossip: who was going where, doing
what to whom, birthday plans and vacation trips, torrid romances
and crushes. The first job he took was as a one-shot
unloading/reloading gig for a transport that had just docked; get
the goods off, don’t drop any of them, and put new goods on. These
were jobs that moved things like his crate, only heavier; too heavy
for an unassisted human, not bulky enough for an AI assist
mass-loader or a powered exoskeleton. Luckily, he was a rated
power-exo driver, which is what he moved up to after the first job.
The Union card said “longshoreman,” which covered a lot of jobs
like that; kind of funny when you came to think about it, since
there wasn’t a shore to be seen around here. He almost dropped a
crate on the deck supervisor’s foot when he laughed at the memory
of the Reboot he had found on the beach planet, wearing its grass
skirt and coconut bra.

The creds had been plentiful for the gig,
comparatively, but that’s not what he was here for. He needed
information, a lead to follow, and using a power-exo on a landing
deck bustling with activity wasn’t exactly the best way to dredge
up information, so he quickly dropped it. Now, the good thing about
having a “longshoreman” card on a station like this, especially one
that was still a bit understaffed, was that both the union and the
bosses were pretty loose about just what a “longshoreman” could do.
He was pretty certain after the first couple of gigs that wherever
Fred was, it wasn’t on the dock crews. So when a maintenance job
showed up in the work detail pool, he applied for it and got it.
More hot, heavy work, stuff bots were just not good at and Reboots
would break trying to do, nevermind that the profusion of Norms
made Reboots unviable for most of the station. The bots with an AI
robust enough to be able to discriminate between “piece of debris”
and “slightly misplaced piece of vital equipment” were either too
large or too fragile for the environment in the Jeffries Tubes,
whereas a sentient organic would recognize in an instant that a
damn power cable had come loose and was dangling on the floor
waiting to fry him, or the critical circuit junction had
spontaneously jumped out of its slot and was now in that pile of
miscellaneous flotsam that had collected in the corner. Despite the
gremlin sensors, the damn things were still periodically
reinfesting the station every time someone whose protocol was less
than up to par docked.

In between jobs, he always made a point of
hitting the cafeterias and local watering holes whenever they were
the most crowded, usually on shift change. A station like this one
worked around the clock, so there was always a shift coming on and
going off, depending on which job he was focusing on. It played
merry hell with his already abused sleep schedule, but he toughed
it out, adjusting so that he got to as many different points on the
station as he could with the largest variety of crowds. He had to
admit one thing; whoever had bankrolled this outfit was one of the
best overall employers he’d ever seen. The pay was decent, the food
at the company-owned cafeterias wasn’t big on variety but it was
nutritious and cheap, and even his bunk at the hostel was the size
of a walk-in closet and not just the standard eight-by-four bunk.
From what he heard on the grapevine the benefits were good, too.
And as a result, people worked well, and hard, and more quickly
than they would have if there’d been supers busting their asses all
the time.

He was wearing a different human face
whenever he went in to a new job, but he kept all of the faces
vaguely similar so they more or less matched the ID; it helped for
people to recognize him from being around without really being able
to place where they had seen him last. Whenever he was questioned,
which was rarely, he allowed others to fill in the blanks for
him.

“Hey, you’re that guy that just came over
from admin, right? Been down on the docks for a few days? Pull up a
chair, man; we’ve always got space at this table.”

“Not as much space as you have between your
ears, Jack.” The second worker pointed a fork at the Boggart.
“Obviously it’s what’s-his-name from electrical. He can grab a seat
all the same, just don’t insult the man, huh?”

“Hell, it’s okay. I get mistook for that
admin guy all the time. Name’s Skip. Skip Morgan.” And that was
usually all it took to get in. This bunch was particularly chatty;
all of them were older Norms, and seemed to have taken up permanent
residence on the station. He didn’t blame them; as places to live
in the wide galaxy went, this was above average for regular joes.
And for his purposes, this was exactly the group he needed to get
closer to. Regulars noticed the new guys. They treated him like an
old friend, which meant sharing all of the gossip; they didn’t mind
that he didn’t put in his own opinion at all. It just gave them
more of a chance to air their own.

“And what about those pilgrims that just got
in a couple of cycles ago? You know, the ones with the bells and
the chanting? They’re just sitting in the corridor in Section
3…waiting.” The third member of the group was the one that had
spoken up. “They creep me out,” he said, giving a theatrical
shiver.

“Everything creeps you out, Jeff. Being
creeped out is your natural state of being.”

“Yeah, well…I don’t know, man. Bells and
chanting…”

That was how the conversations went; Jeff,
Jack and Monty, the Boggart found, actually had a great deal of
knowledge about the goings-on in the station at any one time. They
were some of the “oldest” workers here; they’d been here since the
station went live twenty years ago. Naturally, he had to wade
through seas of bullshit to find anything, but he liked listening
to them all the same. Unfortunately, work had to come before
leisure, so he continued to pick up different jobs. After he was
sure that he was blending in well enough to be invisible with his
regular set of faces—excluding the one he always wore when around
his new “lunch and a beer” buddies—he set off around the station to
deal with some of the grittier aspects of detective work. Mostly it
involved greasing palms. A few creds here to take a look at a work
log, a handful more there to see employee files, and so on. It was
all taken out of the expense account, of course, but nothing that
the Boggart found seemed to be of any use. If Fred was on the
station, he had done just as good of a job of staying inconspicuous
as the Boggart had. The Boggart was beginning to lose hope of
resolving the case when his next big break came.

Almost literally.

Every place where there were sentient beings,
there was gambling. No matter how you tried to make it illegal,
gamblers found a way around it. The best you could hope to do was
keep it under control. Like drinking. The brains behind this
station realized that, so there were bars, and in the bars, there
was official entertainment in some of the bars, and in others, if
someone wanted to start a craps or card game, or bet on something,
well, that was fine. They even had tables set up for it, but no
staff manning them; the bigwigs left that up to whoever wanted to
play. In theory, it worked well.

In practice, of course…well, there is always
someone willing to prey on the unsuspecting. The Boggart found one
such instance as he was making his way back to his room in the
hostel from the bar that Jeff, Jack, and Monty frequented the most.
He was walking his usual route when he took a different corridor on
a whim. The bars around this station had more imaginative names
than the one on the mining colony; his usual watering hole was “The
Library.” He noticed this one because it was a variation on the
theme of “places I tell the wife/partner/parents where I’m going
that don’t sound like a bar.” This one was “The Laundry.” He
chuckled a little; then, because he’d never been here before,
decided to check it out.

It was virtually identical to “The Library,”
which made him think it had the same owners. Same sports
memorabilia from some obscure teams and sports (high-grav soccer,
zero-gee handball), same layout, even the same slightly oddball
colors in the decoration (Morocco red and chestnut brown). Some
different faces, which made him decide to go for one more
boilermaker and hang around and listen. He changed his face to
accommodate the change in venue, as well.

He saw one person he actually knew from The
Library and from working on a crew with him. Josh Stills, a tough
little electrician who had a bit of a gambling addiction. The guys
at The Library all knew this, and would cut him off before he lost
the rent. But it appeared that the big bruiser he was going
head-to-head with in a game of Texas Hold ’Em wasn’t being so
accommodating, because he was sweating. His normally fine
mouse-blonde hair was plastered to his skull.

The big guy was new; head like a bucket,
bald, no neck, and the sort of build a Norm could only get when he
was from a plus-gee world. He had deft hands, though…too deft…

The Boggart watched him closely. There it
is, you slick bastard. The man was dealing from the bottom of
the deck, and using a few other dirty tricks when he thought he
could. The end result was that he was going to clean poor Josh
out…and from the look on his face, he seemed to be expecting to use
more than a friendly word to exact his winnings from the
electrician. For a moment, the Boggart figured he’d just turn
around and get back to his room at the hostel…save for that little
niggling voice in the back of his head. That inconvenient thing
that passed for a conscience, that said “you know Josh, and you
know this guy is cheating, how can you walk away?” Last thing I
need is another complication. “Sure,” said his
conscience. “And then what do you do when Josh gets thrown out of
his bunk, or goes without food, or both?” His conscience
won. What the hell, let’s go for it. The Boggart sat down at
the table, making sure that the tool belt that he was wearing
cleared the seat. Both players looked up at the same time, but the
bruiser was the first one to speak. “Closed game, and almost
finished. Find another table, chump.”

The Boggart shrugged, leaning forward. “Naw,
I’m fine here. Just want to enjoy the spectacle. Still a free
galaxy, right?” A few of the other patrons had begun to take
notice; the big guy didn’t have any choice but to accept him.

“Fine, whatever.” The Boggart watched the
rest of the game intently, ordering a drink but never so much as
touching it. Finally, the game came to a close; Josh was out for
everything he had, and it was the final hand. “You know what’s
going to happen to you if you can’t pay up, right?” The stevedore
leaned in, grinning with huge horsey teeth. “No one likes dumb
bastards that renege on a fairly wagered bet.” Josh was close to
breaking down, at that point; he knew just how screwed he was.

The big moose was dealing out the final hand
when the Boggart suddenly snatched a wrench—the largest he had—from
where it hung on his tool belt, and brought it down with a sharp
crack on top of the bruiser’s dealing hand. The man
screamed, but the Boggart shut him up quickly enough by splashing
his drink in the man’s face. As he was blubbering, the wrench came
up to catch him on the point of his chin, sending him backwards and
out of his seat.

“Check the security vid footage, Josh,” the
Boggart said, hoarsely. “He was dealing from the bottom of the
deck, holding an ace and a king in his left, stacking the deck, and
I am pretty damn sure marking cards with a pin on the inside of his
ring.” He looked at the man on the floor, weakly cradling his
shattered hand. Won’t be using that hand to beat a debt out of
Josh, or cheating anytime soon. “That’s three kinds of
cheating. Seems to me you won these games.”

Josh smiled weakly, and was quick-witted
enough to scoop up the pot before answering—meanwhile the barkeep
was calling security and a good selection of the barflies were
surrounding the bruiser so he couldn’t run. “Uh…do I know you?”

The Boggart had just enough time to shout
over his shoulder as he made his escape. “Nope.” He was out the
door and had just finished changing his glamor when the security
came bustling past him, crowding into the bar. All right, that’s
your good deed done for this century, Boggart. Get back on the
case, now.

 


The Boggart found his usual spot among the
three old-timers the next day after he had finished his shift at a
new job. They’re the oldest workers here…but I’m not exactly
sure I’ve ever seen them do any work other than gossiping and
eating, come to think of it.

“…I tell you, there’s a ghost on this
station. No lie!” Jeff was pretty vehement about it. The others
exchanged looks.

“Another ghost, Jeff? You sure that this one
isn’t the same one that turned off the air conditioning in your pod
last month and flickered the lights?” Monty snickered.

“I heard it straight from Margie, and she
heard it from what’s his face down at The Laundry, the skinny
bartender. He said he saw the whole thing with Josh. Dude came in,
busted up one of the new hires that was cheating, and then
vanished.” He nodded up and down vigorously. “Big as life on
the vid footage in the bar, and gone on the vid footage from the
corridors outside. Creepy, right?”

“It’s a big station, it’s not like it’s that
hard to disappear, Jeff.” This time it was Jack, rolling his eyes
in exasperation.

“Exactly! Big station…but not that
many people here, either. Someone no one has seen before or since,
comes in and bops a guy with a wrench? Things have been strange
around here, I swear it. All the new guys coming in, it’s something
with one of them—” Jeff looked guilty, then glanced towards the
Boggart.

“Don’t mind him; he doesn’t usually mean to
be an asshole, Skip.” Monty cuffed Jeff on the back of his head.
“Do ya, jerk?”

Jeff was rubbing his head, putting his other
hand up in defense. “Aw, come on, you know I didn’t mean it like
that! I’m just saying, is all. Things are getting creepy around
here. There was that fresh gremlin outbreak right when those
new labcoats were supposed to be doing a critical test in their
section. Those pilgrims in the hallways, that new weird guy down in
engineering who never talks to anyone and keeps
sniffing all the time, and now this ‘invisible man’!” The
Boggart’s ears pricked up suddenly, and he tried to subtly lean in
closer to listen.

It was Jack’s turn to reproach Jeff. “I swear
to god, if you keep up with that pilgrim crap again, I’m never
going to buy you another drink, Jeff.”

“Okay, okay, fine. But you can’t deny the
rest of it is pretty creepy—”

The Boggart held up a hand to interrupt Jeff.
“What were you saying about that guy down in engineering?” He
shrugged as everyone looked at him. “Only curious; I’ve got a job
coming up down there in a day or two. I want to keep an eye out for
all of Jeff’s ghosts.” He smiled, looking to Jack and Monty, who
both started to chuckle, but Jeff didn’t seem to notice.

“Yeah, man. That guy…he’s definitely a weird
one. There’s not a lot to tell, though. I think he got here a few
weeks ago? Don’t know, really. He doesn’t hit any of the bars,
doesn’t eat here, and doesn’t really talk to anyone. Mostly works
alone down in engineering, doing odd jobs I think.”

Monty interjected. “Maybe he just likes to
work alone. Or he’s avoiding you, Jeff.”

Jeff blinked. “Why would he avoid me?”

“No reason whatsoever, Jeff, none at all.”
Monty grinned. “Maybe he thinks you’re creepy. Maybe he thinks
you’re a ghost.”

Jeff blinked again, then shook his head.
“Anyways, like I was saying about those pilgrims—” A collective
groan sounded from everyone else at the table, but the Boggart’s
mind was somewhere else already. Works alone, stays down in
engineering, does odd jobs and doesn’t talk with anyone…could that
be our long lost wolf? After a week and a half working around
the station and digging for even the tiniest nugget of information
about Fred, the Boggart had turned up nothing. This was the first
thing to come his way that had even the faintest smell of a
clue.

It was time for the Boggart to get a job in
the engineering section.

 


What was it about engineering that it always
involved lifting large and heavy objects? Even when you were
supposedly working on software, firmware, midware…sooner or later,
large and heavy objects needed lifting.

The Boggart’s Union Card did it again. He was
in a powered exo…lifting large and heavy objects. He had no idea
what they were for, only that they were expensive, and you couldn’t
replace them easily this far out. So, he was careful, and put the
grey metal boxes and components wherever the senior engineers and
team leaders told him to, moving just as slowly and exactly as they
wanted. None of the ones that he’d worked with resembled Fred,
however, nor had he seen the errant Fur anywhere else on the level
he was working on. Caution won out against his impatience; he
decided not to ask after him among any of the others working down
here, for fear that they might alert Fred. The Boggart had spent
two days down here, with nothing to show for it so far. He hadn’t
been everywhere in the section—not in the special docks for
instance. Engineering had its very own docks; kept clear most of
the time, because when they needed a component, they needed it
now, and it was probably critical. Ships with their
components got priority. But he’d been on most of the levels, and
still no sign of a quiet loner who sniffed. Maybe that’s all
this is: another dead end. Might be the engineer that Jeff was so
creeped out by wasn’t Fred, just a guy with a case of the sniffles.
But still… The Boggart had a gut feeling that he ought to stay
for just a little while longer, let it play out. Like any other
being worth a damn in his profession, he knew from experience that
it paid off to trust your instincts. And from the look of things,
he wasn’t going to run out of things to move anytime soon. All the
engineers he worked with were very happy with how careful he was.
Really, it was easy; all he had to do was tell himself there was a
vial of old fashioned nitroglycerine inside everything he had to
lift, and his instincts did the rest. For all he knew, there could
have been far more volatile substances inside every box and crate,
from how some of the engineers fussed over them.

Wearing the exo was hard, though; it might
magnify your lifting power, but inside that skeleton, you were
still the one doing the lifting. It took a lot of endurance instead
of bursts of strength, which is why you usually saw wiry guys that
had the higher classifications. When he was done with his shift, he
usually felt as if he’d been doing three or four rounds in a
sparring ring with a bear. Or one with that blasted, dead Wendigo.
Today was certainly no exception. He’d been on his shift for ten
hours straight, and it had taken a toll. The Boggart was marching
back to the locker room to punch out and change before drinks with
Jeff, Monty, and Jack when he was struck with a sudden impulse to
do a little exploring. He let his feet carry him through the
section, just making sure to look he was moving somewhere with a
purpose as opposed to just wandering; if anyone stopped him, he’d
say he was lost and hope that it was left at that. The engineers
could be touchy about their turf.

The Boggart was just about sick of his little
expedition when he came to a long hallway. It was filled with
access panels, pipes, valves, and all of the usual clutter one
could expect for a station this large. The one unusual thing in the
hallway was the other person walking towards the Boggart. The man
was the stereotypical dweeb; his height, maybe an inch or two
shorter than the Boggart, say five foot four. Spectacularly average
physique and a plain face that looked like it was made to sweat
over math problems and the outcomes of baseball games. He looked as
if he should have been wearing glasses. Thick, black-rimmed ones.
He had all his hair, but it was a mousy brown, and cut
military-short.

His face was a perfect match for the portrait
of Fred Stewart. And he was a Fur. The Boggart could see that
primal aura from yards away. The Boggart did his absolute best to
not allow his expression to betray anything. A plan was already
forming in his head as they closed the distance between them.
I’ll pass by, get around the corner, wait a heartbeat, and then
follow him. When I’ve got him a little further from here, I’ll
corner him. Maybe wait until he gets back to wherever he sleeps,
stop him there—

A feeling like a static shock swept over the
Boggart just then, stopping him in his tracks. Fred immediately
stopped as well, still a good thirty feet away; his eyes narrowed
and his nostrils flared, and he was staring directly at the
Boggart. The Boggart reached a hand up gingerly towards his
face—and found it to be his face, his real one, not one of
his glamors.

Oh, shit.

Fred immediately turned and ran back in the
direction he came from, and the Boggart stutter-started for a
second before giving chase. Goddamnit! I forgot about the
anti-gremlin deterrents down here; I must have strayed too close to
one, tripped it and it shut down my glamor. Shitfire! It was
hard to keep up with Fred; there were many connecting hallways, all
of them dimly lit and filled with turns. If I let him get away
now, I’ll never find him again. I barely found him this time, and
it was mostly an accident. How could I get so damned
careless?

Fred was running for the engineering docks;
he probably knew the layout pretty well, and it was probably the
fastest way for him to get off of this station. There were miles of
Jeffries Tubes, access hatches a small guy could easily get into,
in case he couldn’t find a ship that he could stow away on. The
Boggart knew that no matter what, he didn’t dare lose sight or at
least sense of him.

He was so intent on keeping track of Fred
that at first the alarm klaxons didn’t even register. And when they
did, he just ignored them, figuring it was part of the anti-gremlin
system or some routine emergency.

It was only when he saw Fred dashing down one
of the docking arms and followed him—and saw a vision out of his
own worst nightmare—that he realized that what he was hearing was
an alarm for an armed boarding party.

Fred had stopped, turned towards the Boggart,
and had half-wolfed out—the most he could do without a moon. He was
easily a foot and a half taller, and leaner; fur had sprouted out
from under his engineer’s jumpsuit.

“I’m tired of running from the goddamned H.S.
I’m tired of living like a rat down in this maze. I’m not going to
do any of it anymore. I’m not sorry for what happened.” He growled
low and menacingly, his snout lowered and his eyes fixed on the
Boggart.

“That’s good, Stewart. I’m tired of chasing
you. There’s just one problem, though.” the Boggart said, a little
unsteadily. “Look behind you.”

“You really don’t think I’m going to fall for
that old—” but Fred did turn around, and slowly backed away
from the thing that had been standing behind him.

“Hi, honey,” slurred Captain Runner. “I’m
home.” The cold fire was back in his eyes, though he still had all
of his grisly wounds from his fight with the Boggart. Somehow he
looked bigger.

“How in the nine hells did you find me?” The
Boggart was backing away, sparing a single glance over his shoulder
to make sure there weren’t any threats behind him.

“Seems there was a piece of rough beef jerky
back on my boat, the one you slagged. Think his name was
Pete.” The Boggart noticed that the pirate captain was picking his
teeth with a bone; a femur, by the looks of it. “He sang a little
about where I might find my next meal. Have to say, he was a bit
rough for an appetizer.” He spit the bone onto the floor. “Thanks
much for sending that Home Service boat to pick us up, though; a
fine first course, and a new ride! I ought to have ya over for
dinner more often.” The monster leered. “Every time I eat, I get
stronger. And ya led me to an all-you-can-eat-buffet. When I’m done
here, I won’t need no stinking ship. I can just sit here, an’ let
the take-away come t’me. An’ I must say it’s been a little lonely,
bein’ the only one of me. But my boys here, they got their first
taste o’ man-flesh, an’ pretty soon there’ll be five of us. Right
boys?”

The four pirates with him just stared. And
their eyes looked…all wrong. There was a strange dark magic aura
around them too—not nearly as dense or nasty as the Captain’s, but
it was there. And—They look hungry.

Okay. Run now, just runrunrun.

If there was one place that the entire
station would rush to defend, it would be engineering. And if there
was one place that was tough enough to survive being the site of a
fight, it was probably engineering. Not intact…but there
wouldn’t be any bulkhead breaches or other immediately fatal
damage…probably.…

Fred was the first to turn and run, and the
Boggart followed on his heels. Fred was running for deep in
engineering territory and away from the engineering docks. In that
funny way the mind has when you are in panic mode, the Boggart
realized that Runner must have taken the H.S. ship he had hijacked
straight to the engineering docks, knowing that was the fastest way
to the beating heart of the station, and that it was highly likely
most of those docks would be clear. The klaxons must have started
when the pirates ignored traffic control and headed there.

The problem was…he didn’t know this part of
the ship all that well. Two, maybe three skidding turns…and he
found himself standing next to Fred at a dead end. From the other
side of the wall came the steady roar of a furnace. And
incinerator, probably; engineering produced a fair amount of waste,
and most of it needed to be reduced to ash before it was
processed.

They both put their backs to the wall. Runner
and his crew…there were only four of them, but Runner really didn’t
need them…stopped pelting after him. Instead they stood
stock-still. Waiting.

“And you, puppy. You just run on back to yer
kennel. Mebbe when I’m done here, I’ll let ya grab a skiff and
skedaddle.” The Wendigo leered. The other pirates laughed. Well, it
sort of sounded like a laugh. Like someone had stuck a pissed-off
rattlesnake in their chests.

Fred just stood his ground, still nearly
seven feet of angry wolfman. The hallway they were in was much more
cramped than where they had found Runner near the docks. This is
going to hurt no matter what. The Boggart unholstered his
revolver, holding it out in front in a low ready position with both
hands.

The only good thing was that those four
pirates weren’t Wendigo yet. They were well on the way to it, but
they weren’t there yet.

The Wendigo stared at Fred. Fred glared back,
growling deep in his throat, and slowly getting hairier. “No? Suit
yourself. I needed a new rug fer my quarters, anyways. Get
them.”

The Boggart brought the revolver to bear on
the closest pirate’s head, squeezing the trigger just as the front
sight was centered with the pirate’s eyebrows. The muzzle blast
from the Webley-Fosbery was thunderously loud in the tight
quarters, partially blinding and deafening the Boggart. He was able
to see that there was nothing left of his target’s head, however,
before a second pirate was upon him. The used-to-be-a-man
shouldered into him, knocking the pistol from the Boggart’s grasp.
They both tumbled to the deck, kicking and punching, each trying to
end up on top of the other. The pirate finally gained prime
position, and tried to use his knees to pin the Boggart’s arms to
the decking while raining hammer fists all around his head. He was
inhumanly strong—still not nearly as strong as Captain Runner,
though—and the Boggart knew he had to get free before he was
smashed to a pulp.

Arching his back suddenly, he rocked the
pirate forwards, sending the man tumbling above the Boggart’s head.
The Boggart saw another one of those terrible fists lash out, but
rolled out of the way before it could crush his head. They were
both on their knees now and facing each other. The Boggart feinted,
then fully extended himself in a powerful leap, catching the pirate
off-guard. The man went down under him, but he wouldn’t stay there
for long; he was simply too strong. The Boggart wasn’t going to
give him any time to try to counter, this time; he jabbed down
quickly with his fingers stiff, claws burying themselves in the
pirate’s windpipe. Deep brown, foul-smelling blood welled up, and
the pirate’s eyes went wide. Still, he fought, and wrapped his
hands around the Boggart’s throat. Everything was going white for
the Boggart, blood pounding in his temples as he found that he
couldn’t breathe. Won’t die! Bastard won’t die! The Boggart
tried digging his hand deeper, but he hit the man’s spine and could
not push his fingers any further while his other hand was clawing
at the hands around his throat. In another few seconds he’d either
black out or have his neck crushed in the creature’s iron grip.
Desperate, the Boggart took his left hand and speared it into the
pirate’s throat next to his right hand. His claws passed through
the back of the man’s neck and painfully hit the deck. Got
it! Grunting with effort, he scissored his hands with as much
force as he could muster. The pirate’s head separated from his
neck, with more of that nasty, not-quite-blood spurting out from
the wound. The dead man’s hands released their grip, and the
Boggart could breathe again, though he was almost gagging from the
stench of the tainted blood.

Where the hell is Fred in all of this?
Still regaining his composure, and on his hands and knees, the
Boggart bent around to see whether Fred was alive. He most
certainly was; both of the remaining human pirates were at him with
knives, dancing around him and slashing whenever he would lunge,
taking turns distracting him. The werewolf’s jumpsuit was shredded
and spattered with blood, but his regenerative ability was keeping
him alive. It struck the Boggart that Fred was holding back…He’s
biding his time. Then it happened; Fred slashed viciously at
the pirate in front of him, spilling the man’s entrails from the
jagged tear he had left in his stomach. The disemboweled pirate
fell to his knees, trying to push his guts back in. Fred turned and
fell upon the second pirate in a flash of fur and blood; the
Wendigo-to-be hardly had time to scream before Fred had ripped him
completely to pieces. The injured pirate had a knife raised for
Fred’s exposed back; the Boggart scrambled to his feet, catching
the man’s knife hand before it could find its target. Twisting, he
brought the knife up under the pirate’s jaw until the point was
sticking through the top of his skull. The Boggart saw the man’s
eyes roll up into his head, and pushed the fresh corpse to the
floor in disgust.

Just as Fred stood up from his murdered
pirate, gore dripping from his fangs, Captain Runner began to clap
slowly.

“Bravo. The pup’s got claws. The Fey’s got
fight. I’m gonna enjoy eatin’ ya both.” He began to laugh. “In
fact, I think I’ll do it slow. Keep ya both around fer a while.
Might even get three or four meals offa the pup, if I keep tearin’
off bits.” He laughed harder. “Cause a pig like that, ya don’t eat
all at once!”

The Boggart vaguely remembered that being the
punch line of a joke, a long time ago. Hell if I’m going down as
a punch line, he thought savagely. He knew that he had to get
to his revolver to have any hope of taking down Runner. Only
problem was he didn’t know where in this blasted hall it had
skittered away to. Runner advanced on both of them, stooped over
and hideous arms groping. Fred howled, and then charged to meet the
pirate captain. They both embraced, with Fred biting and tearing
with tooth and claw; Runner just laughed again before brushing the
werewolf off. Fred fell to the floor, where the Wendigo landed a
kick in his belly, punting him towards the Boggart.

But the Boggart got a sudden brainstorm; as
Fred hurtled towards him he grabbed the back of the Fur’s jumpsuit,
whirled with the momentum, and flung him as if he was an athlete
and Fred was the “hammer” in a hammer-throw. Fred’s reflexes were
excellent; about halfway through the windup, he’d figured out the
Boggart’s plan, and as he was launched, he was fully in control of
where he was going and how he was going to hit. He held his arms
out in front of him like a spear, aimed directly for the Wendigo’s
chest.

The Boggart didn’t wait to see what happened,
he followed Fred, ready to defend or follow up, whatever the result
was. Fred’s hands speared through the Wendigo’s ribs, knocking him
back a few steps. That’s when Fred started to pull,
spreading his hands to try to open up Runner’s ribcage. If we
can just get to his damned heart. The pirate captain most
certainly didn’t like that; he grunted, forcing his chest closed
again. Somehow he was able to get a knee between himself and Fred,
pushing the werewolf off. Fred landed hard but came up into a roll,
this time running on all fours back towards Runner. The captain met
his charge, catching him and throwing him back in the direction of
the landing bays. Shit. This just went from bad to we’re
screwed.

Time to get fancy. And the Wendigo hadn’t
seen this one yet. The Boggart dashed next to Runner before the
huge monster could recover, then using some simple sleight of hand
he palmed his watch into one of the pockets on the captain’s union
cavalry jacket.

The Boggart whistled. “Hey, sunshine.” Runner
turned his head just in time for the Boggart to shove a clawed
thumb through his right eye socket. The captain grunted, and
grasped for the Boggart’s arm…but it suddenly wasn’t there. The
Boggart became corporeal again, this time on the other side of
Runner, slashing the Wendigo’s Achilles tendons. Stumbling, the
pirate captain turned, spinning and cutting through only the air
with his ape-like arms. The Boggart had hopped into the ether
again; now he came out on the captain’s left side, stabbing through
ribs and kidneys. Another jaunt into the nowhere space of the
ethereal and he was rematerialized on the opposite side,
rabbit-punching the captain three times. On his next jaunt, he
spied Fred getting back on his feet.

At that point he yelled as loud as he could.
“GUN!” Then he hit the ethereal again as the Wendigo grabbed for
him. He reappeared behind the monster, turning his head as he
shouldered into Runner’s lower back. “Get the damned gun!” The
Boggart disappeared and reappeared one more time—and Runner’s hand
snapped out, nearly taking the Boggart’s head off. Too close.
He’s anticipating it now. I can’t keep this up forever. Now he
only focused on keeping the last pirate’s attention, no longer
attacking him. He jaunted from the ethereal to reality and back,
always random, all of his jumps centered on the watch. Each time,
like a strobe going on and off, he would catch a glimpse of Fred;
on his feet, unsteadily shaking his head, then scrabbling on the
floor, searching, searching…there! The werewolf was holding up the
revolver triumphantly, howling. The Boggart rematerialized hands
outstretched. Fred threw the revolver, and it sailed through the
air perfectly, end over end. The grip landed exactly in the
Boggart’s hand right before the world exploded into stars and pain.
The Boggart’s entire left side felt like it was on fire, and it
took him what seemed like years to realize that he was on his back
and staring up at the ceiling. Captain Runner’s face loomed into
his vision, the massive head seeming to fill the world.

“I’ve changed my mind,” the Captain snarled.
“I’m gonna turn ya inta paste an’ eat ya on toast.” Runner reared
back, bringing his foot up to crush the life out of the Boggart. He
couldn’t get the gun around in time; it was suddenly very heavy in
his hand, and he couldn’t find the strength to lift it. The foot
was coming down when a human sized blur slammed into the Wendigo’s
midsection, roaring. Fred? The thoughts were coming
sluggishly to the Boggart, but he was able to raise his head off of
the deck with effort. Fred was crawling all over Runner, biting and
tearing, ripping huge chunks of flesh off of the giant. Runner was
shouting and cursing, trying to get a handhold on Fred so he could
fling him off and finish with the Boggart. The Boggart marshaled
his strength, willing himself to lift the revolver. Slowly, it rose
off of the floor, still in his hand, swinging towards the two
combatants. Fred was on Runner’s back, biting deeply into the
captain’s neck, but he was about to be pulled off; both of the
Wendigo’s arms were raised above his head, exposing his chest.
Jackpot. The Boggart squeezed the trigger on the revolver,
and another too-loud explosion filled the hallway. A gout of blood
exploded from Runner’s mouth before he fell onto his face with a
wet smack, depositing Fred in a pile next to the
Boggart.

“Ow,” Fred said, mushily. And not just
because it was hard to speak with something that was half mouth and
half muzzle. The both slowly got to their feet, hands on wounds.
When they were facing each other, the Boggart brought the muzzle of
his revolver to bear on Fred.

“So,” he said, panting hard; the Boggart
thought that some of his ribs, if they hadn’t been broken before,
definitely were now.

“Sho,” Fred replied, looking steadily at him.
“‘Ere we are.” The fangs he had in his wolfman form impeded his
speech just slightly; in any other situation, it might have been
comical.

“You know why I’m here, right? Why I’ve come
after you?”

“Shenotah,” said Fred. “Shpashed Fangsh.
Shtole ship. Oo know they wash pricksh, ri?”

“Yeah, well. Who isn’t in this screwed up
galaxy.” He kept the revolver trained on the werewolf. “I’ve chased
you halfway across this galaxy, you know. From Earth to find your
cousin on a mining rig, to backwaters with nothing but grief and a
beach planet with nothing but zombies. I’ve had to fight pirates,
stevedores, pirates, a goddamned Wendigo, and Fang
treachery. But do you want to know what the worst part of it
is?”

“Shucksh t’ee oo?” Fred asked. Sucks to be
you?

“The absolute worst goddamn part of this
entire rotten mess? It was dealing with that goddamned Púca from
Home Service.”

“HS can bite me.” Fred’s muzzle was slowly
becoming more human. “I gave them over a hundred years of my life
in a tin can that seemed to have been put together by monkeys, it
malfunctioned so much, and a crew of the most dysfunctional Fangs
the Deep Dark ever created. And I just came back here to save your
sorry ass because…” He fell over and lay on his back. “Because I
didn’t want a fucking monster to rip you to bits and eat you,
because you were just doing a job, and I didn’t want it to rip the
first functional people I’d seen in a century to bits and
eat them either. I like these people. I know I didn’t talk
to them, but I kinda forgot how to talk to nice people.”

“Kinda makes you an idiot, doesn’t it?”

Fred slowly sat up, whimpering a little, and
offered a hand to the Boggart. “Yeah. But I’d rather die that kinda
idiot than live knowing I ran out on them.”

The Boggart kept the revolver trained on him
a moment longer…before holstering it and helping Fred to his feet.
“Great, you’re a sentimentalist, too. I don’t know how we’re ever
going to work together. I’m guessing it’ll take a lot of
whisky.”

“Uh…what?”

The Boggart shrugged. “You got a lot of
talent for running; figured you might be able to put it to use
helping me find others doing the same. Unless you like skulking
around on stations like a rat all the time.” He looked around at
all the blood and messy bits of bodies strewn about them. “Besides,
like I said; I’m tired of chasing you. Especially if it’s going to
turn out like this all the fuckin’ time.” This time he offered his
hand to Fred. “Whaddya say?”

“I guess I say…” Fred’s eyes suddenly
widened, pupils dilating. “…oh SHIT!”

The Boggart turned as behind him Runner
sprang to his feet, his hands scraping the ceiling as he was about
to fall upon them. Faster than he thought he could, the Boggart
unholstered the Webley-Fosbery and fired twice point-blank into the
Wendigo’s chest. The two big .455 Webley silver bullets tore
through wool and flesh before finally finding the pirate captain’s
heart, ripping through it. Behind Runner an incinerator bay door
opened as if by magic; Fred wasted no time, gut-checking Runner
with all of his strength as a half-form Fur. The pirate captain
stumbled backwards, finally tottering over and falling into the
incinerator, sending tongues of flame shooting out. He screamed
then, thrashing wildly; the Boggart thought that Runner might just
escape and try to kill them both again when the doors closed as
inexplicably as they opened. The hiss of the lock closing was the
best sound he’d heard in weeks.

“…did you do that?” The Boggart hadn’t
realized he had been holding his breath, letting it out in a quick
pant.

“No,” said a sarcastic-sounding voice.
“Gremlins did.” Out of the shadows beside a control panel stepped…a
Reboot?

“Did I mention I have a buddy?” Fred
said.

“…another talking zombie?” The Boggart felt
dizzy. “I’m not sure I have the constitution for this many shocks
in one day.”

Fred gave him a knowing look. “Believe me,
man, I know exactly how you feel.”

The Reboot shrugged. “We come as a set.”

The Boggart shook his head to clear it, then
looked back to Fred. “So, you never did answer my question. Wanna
become a private eye? After this job, I’ll be able to expand my
offices. And, as you can tell…it’s exciting work.”

“Well, I guess…wait, what’s your name,
anyway?” Fred asked. “And what are you?”

“Boggart…Humphrey Boggart.” He cleared his
throat. “And I’m a Boggart.”

Fred blinked. “Seriously?”

The Boggart was about to speak, but—

The Reboot made a sound a little like
coughing. “That’s right. Ignore the talking corpse in the corner
that saved the day. Don’t mind me. I’ll just stand right here. Like
a corpse. In the corner. Alone. In the dark.”

“Oh. And that’s Skinny Jim.” Fred smiled
sheepishly. If a wolf could look sheepish. “And he’s right. We come
as a set. If it hadn’t been for him…”

The Boggart threw his hands up. “I’m too
tired to argue. I’ll take you both. And I think it’s time for a
whole lot of single malt.”

“So…the way I see it,” Skinny Jim said, as
the Boggart led the way, limping a little, back to his pod. “The
Wendigo ate you, Fred. Boggie here heroically and single-handedly
threw him in the incinerator.”

“Boy, didn’t I just.” The Boggart shook his
head. “Sad about the Fur, though. No trace left; that’s how
Wendigos operate, nevermind Wendigo pirates.”

“You’re a big damn hero, boss,” Skinny Jim
said. “I don’t exist, of course. Whatever happened to that
traitorous prick, Pete, anyway? Who also didn’t exist, by the
way.”

“Wendigos have big appetites,” Fred put in,
helpfully.

“What a dimrod.” Jim shook his head. “OK, so,
here’s my thinking. We get the outside of an old anthro-bot, see?
Weld me inside. That’ll keep me from falling apart, and nobody’ll
know I’m not an AI. Then we come up with a name…I like Boggart,
Barkes and Bot…Fred can change his name to Fred Barkes.”

The Boggart could only bury his face in his
hands. Finally, after a half dozen steps, he looked up. “Oh, why
the hell not. I’m gonna enjoy giving the Púca his last expense
report.”

Skinny Jim suddenly stood stock-still.

“What?” said Fred, alarmed.

“What?” the Boggart echoed, looking
around for trouble.

“I…just remembered,” Jim said with wonder.
“Who I was. What I did when I was…alive. I was an accountant. For
the Mob.” He began to laugh, and slapped the Boggart’s
shoulders. “Oh, boss, you are gonna love me. Let me make out that
expense report. When I cook books, I really cook books.”

For the first time in a very long while, the
Boggart felt his mouth stretching in a genuine smile. He put one
arm over Fred’s shoulders, the other over Skinny Jim’s. “Boys,” he
said. “I think this is the beginning of a beautiful
friendship.”
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