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Episode 1

 


So it’s another
Magicker. Why the hell do they always send me after the mutants?
Because I’m the bloody best there is, I suppose. Damned Dems, good
for nothing but making the life of regular folk difficult. Until
they need something back, then it’s fire and brimstone all around.
Of course, they’ll never admit to being the ones doing the
employing, but you can tell the stink of a Dem agent from a mile
off. And they’re all called Mr or Mrs Jones. Not known for their
imagination. Except maybe when it comes to galactic tax law.

The Democratic
Alliance of Planets. Democratic, my arse. Favours for the old boys
and fixed elections from one side of the ‘Verse to the other. But
there’s nothing we can do about it. Damned Dems.

This Mrs Jones
was just like all the others; uptight and insecure. She seemed
nervous around me. I’d like to think it was because of my rugged
good looks, but it was more likely fear. She probably thought I’d
rape and murder her at the slightest opportunity. More fool her for
believing the gossip. My reputation precedes me and it’s rarely
accurate, but it helps me land work, so I let it go.

I got the wire
right before I made planetfall to drop off the scumbag that skipped
bail on Intensia Prime. All I wanted was a drink and a bath with
real water, but the wire came through as soon we hit sat-range.
Shame. I enjoy the peace of the deep black. Still, I need work so I
answered and arranged a meeting. Managed to make her come to me,
which gave me a couple of days R&R on Intensia while she did
without water or fresh air.

When she
arrived it was all business. She was pretty, in a stuck-up kind of
way. ‘So, Mr Ghost,’ she said, trying to hide her nerves. ‘I hear
you’re the best.’ She looked around the noisy, smoky, greasy bar.
I’d picked our meeting place very carefully.

‘Ghost.’

She looked
surprised. ‘What?’

‘It’s just
Ghost, not Mr Ghost. Or The Ghost, whichever you prefer. But I
ain’t no Mr.’ I kinda like it when people call me The Ghost. It
shows respect. But it’s usually just Ghost.

She nodded,
perfectly shiny black hair dancing around her eyes. ‘I see. Why do
they call you Ghost anyway?’

I shrugged.
‘There’s a lot of theories. Take your pick.’

She smiled, but
it was the smile of a corpse. No humour in it at all. ‘I heard it
was because when anybody actually met you, someone always ends up
dead.’

‘You can
believe that if you want.’

There was an
uncomfortable silence. I let it grow. It was only uncomfortable for
her. Eventually she made a show of taking a drink and clearing her
throat. ‘I’d like to employ you, Ghost. There’s a very nasty man on
the loose and we need him rounded up.’

‘That’s what I
do. What Agency do you work for?’

She smiled that
smile again. ‘No Agency as such, Mr… No Agency. I’m sub-contracted,
but you don’t need to know who by. Here are all the particulars,
including the DAP registered arrest warrant and authorisation of
lethal force. But only if necessary, you understand. We’d prefer
him alive.’ She held out a bioslide.

I took it and
pressed it onto the entry pad of my Reader, let it soak in. I’d
read it later. The details are always fairly irrelevant. If someone
comes directly to me it’s because they need a real scumbag picked
up and nobody else can get close to them. ‘Fine,’ I said, finishing
my drink. ‘Anything else I should know?’

‘Well, this
one’s a Grade-MA1 and highly unpredictable. All the details are on
the ‘slide. I guess that’s all you need.’

MA1. Dangerous.
This would be a first for me, but she didn’t need to know that. The
Magickers I’d picked up the past were mostly mad and their skills
were limited. MA1 was different. ‘What about the moolah?’ I asked,
getting back to business.

She nodded,
reaching into her bag. ‘You only take direct Cash-slides to your
Chip, right?’

‘Yep.’

She handed me
another ‘slide and I pressed that onto my DAP Chip. This one I did
check, but it was all there. I have a standard fee. High and
non-negotiable. ‘Same again when you deliver,’ she said. ‘Assuming
you deliver.’

I chose to let
that go. She was annoying me and it would be easier to just leave.
‘Your contact details are on the first ‘slide you gave me?’ I
asked.

‘Of course.
Contact me for any reason.’

‘I’ll contact
you when I’ve got him.’

I walked out of
the bar, part of me enjoying the juvenile thrill of leaving her
among the dirtiest and meanest underbelly crims in Intensia’s
biggest port. If she wants to send me after a Magicker, I’ll make
her life difficult. She’d be armed anyway. Dem agents always
are.

 


Episode 2

 


The details on
the ‘slide that Mrs Jones gave me were pretty sketchy it turned
out. This guy was wanted for any number of galactic felonies, but I
think the thing that really pissed the Dems off was that he killed
a bunch of their agents. It wasn’t like he hadn’t turned up on a
homicide list before, but when he had the blood of Dems on his
hands they got nasty. They sent me after him.

His name is
Pietre Gans. What kind of goofy name is that? Seems he’d grown up
on a Pioneer Globe somewhere shitty where the Dems didn’t have much
of an eye. Probably somewhere out on the Edge. If he had grown up
there then it must have been terraformed for a while, but some
places wait a lot longer than the standard ten years to get their
name. Anyway, he was born to some Pioneers and had the Sly gene,
but there were no Dems to wrap him up. Usually that’s a situation
that’ll kill a soul but this Gans guy was one of the rare ones that
learned to control his mutation.

Seems like he’d
grown up mean. Then again, most do out on the Globes. Even poor
folk in among civilised planets can be as mean and ornery as an old
dog that’s been kicked too many times. Poverty’ll do that to a
soul.

Whatever. He
was mean, he was powerful and he was killing his way to freedom it
seemed. He’d jumped a shuttle while he was in transfer. They
thought they had him drugged against using his talent, but it seems
the drug must have worn off. As soon as the shuttle touched down he
went off like a New Year firecracker and left five Dem agents dead.
He would have been off-world again before the blood dried. MA1.
Like I said, dangerous.

I had one lead
from Mrs Jones and calling it a lead was generous. Apparently this
Gans freak had made a bit of a mess in a spaceport hotel on
Gallenin, a planet out a ways along the spiral arm. It was the only
time since he’d jumped that he had turned up on any screens. And
even that sighting was a week old. Seems like the Dems were their
usual efficient selves in getting on this case. Something about an
argument that started when he tried to pay with some fake gems
instead of his Chip and the hotel didn’t like that. Neither did
Gans and the hotel manager ended up as a stain on the wall. Dumb
fuck should have used his Reader and made a Cash-slide. If you’re
on the run, you don’t cause a scene. Still, I won’t let that
mistake cause me to underestimate him. When Hunters start
underestimating their quarry they start turning up dead.

So I’ve got
myself a ride on a Merchant Transport, riding on a coach fare, but
I have a cabin to myself. I don’t trust anyone enough to sleep near
them. We should hit Gallenin in another thirty six hours or so.

 


Episode 3

 


Man, this side
of Gallenin sure is crappy. I wonder if the whole planet is like
this. We got delayed by a solar storm coming in, so the trail’s
even colder than when I started. And the weather here is
ridiculous. If you’re going to terraform a planet, you’d think to
pick one nearer to the system’s sun. The snow storms and winds here
make going outside almost impossible without an environment suit
on. Apparently it’s worse in winter.

The hotel was
really helpful when I got here and asked about Gans; they showed me
the stain he’d left that used to be their manager. The new manager
had only arrived about forty eight hours before me and he knew next
to nothing. They gave me stills and vid from their security cams
and a better description than Jones had given me. I decided to stay
on for a night or two and scope the place out. See if I could turn
up anything else or maybe talk to someone that may have had an
interaction with Gans. The new manager had given me a list of all
the people that were staying here while Gans was here. He hadn’t
wanted to give me that list, but I’d reminded him about the stain
and explained that it wasn’t something only a Magicker could do.
Then I got him to mark all the people on the list that were still
here. I’d start with them.

The first on
the list was a guy by the name of Gyll Freeman, a suit, trawling
the ‘Verse for business opportunities. Same way a leech trawls the
swamp for blood. I knocked on his door and he took about half a
lifetime to answer it. Probably saw me on his security cam and
couldn’t figure out what to do. When the door eventually opened I
didn’t waste any time.

‘I’m looking
for a rogue Magicker, name of Gans. He was here a couple of days
back.’

The suit looked
nervous, but seemed happy that I wasn’t after him. ‘Why are you
looking for him?’ he asked. Bastards, always on the lookout for an
opportunity. Probably thought he could sell me something to help in
my quest. Believe me, I’ve got all that I need.

‘This is all
the explanation you need,’ I said and flashed him my Bounty Hunter
licence.

His face
screwed up a bit, like he’d tasted something bad. ‘You’re a
Corpsecasher?’

See, that was
only his first mistake, but it was a big one. The crunch his nose
made under my fist was quite satisfying and he staggered back into
his room. ‘What did you call me?’ I bellowed at him.

His hands were
cupped over his face, blood between his fingers. ‘I’m sorry. I’m
sorry. I didn’t mean for you to be so offended. It’s just a figure
of speech.’

‘Yeah. So is
“eat shit and die”, but that doesn’t mean you can say it to just
anyone.’ I closed his door behind me and dragged him over to sit on
the edge of his bed. I took a towel from the bathroom and handed it
to him. He pressed it against his face. ‘So,’ I reminded him.
‘Pietre Gans.’

He sniffed back
blood and winced in pain. That was quite satisfying too. ‘I know
who you mean.’ His voice was muffled by the towel, but I could hear
him fine. ‘I could tell when I saw him that he was nervous and in a
hurry. I have contacts, so I thought maybe I could sell him a ride
and skim a little profit off the top. When I approached him in the
bar he was mean drunk. Said he already had a ride.’

‘Really? He
tell you where he was going?’

‘No. But he did
say that he was shipping out on a Pan-G Mining Skiff for next to
nothing. He was rambling drunk and he already had a ride, so I left
him to it. The next day he makes some big drama down in the lobby,
but I was out. Then he’s gone.’

‘And when was
that?’ I asked him.

He thought for
a minute, counting in his head. ‘Ten days ago today he left.’

‘Sure?’

‘Yeah. I had
business, I remember.’

‘And that’s all
you know?’

The way his
eyes flinched slightly as I asked the question told me that he was
telling the truth. ‘Yeah, man, really. I spoke to him once for
about two minutes and that was it.’

I nodded. ‘OK.
Thanks.’ I stood up.

‘Sorry I
offended you.’ He seemed genuinely contrite.

I shrugged
slightly. ‘Sorry I broke your nose.’

His eyes smiled
nervously behind the towel.

I let myself
out and headed towards the bar for a well earned drink. I just
scored a hit on my first line of enquiry. That never happens. Maybe
Lady Luck will be with me on this little job.

 


Episode 4

 


I ended up
enjoying more than a few drinks last night and woke up this morning
feeling like someone had kicked me in the head. Hey, maybe they
had; I’ve been known to start a fight when I get drunk. But I’m
ninety nine per cent certain that I wasn’t that drunk last
night.

After a big
breakfast and a bucket of coffee I headed out to the spaceport
information office. The weather certainly hadn’t improved. I tend
to travel light, but I always have one big enviro-coat in my bag.
It was barely enough to keep me alive as I crossed from the hotel
to the spaceport entrance, frozen rain blowing sideways at the
speed of sound.

I got to the
information office feeling like a snowman. The lady behind the
counter was bored but otherwise friendly enough, patient while I
shook off my coat and hung it near a heat vent. I guess she was
pretty used to this stuff. I flashed her my badge and told her that
I needed some info.



‘Bounty Hunter
or not, I can’t tell you any information from passenger manifests
or cargo schedules. That’s all protected under privacy laws. Even
Dems and their police need a warrant for that stuff.’

I waited out
her little speech. ‘I know. I don’t want anything like that. How
many Pan-G vessels you get through here?’

‘We’ve got a
lot of mining here on Gallenin. Truth is, that’s pretty much all we
got.’

‘So?’

‘So we get a
lot of Pan-G ships passing through.’

I nodded. ‘Fair
enough. Can you check your records for me? A Pan-G Skiff left here
eleven days ago, carrying some fares. Can you tell me where it was
headed?’

She tapped away
on her console for a while, calling up records. ‘We had three
Pan-G’s leave port that day. A tanker and a transporter, plus one
Skiff taking working crews out that had finished their
rosters.’

‘You have an
itinerary for the Skiff?’

‘Yeah. This one
was going to Methesda. Hmm, that’s a long way out.’ She looked up,
smiled.

‘Just one
stop?’ I asked. ‘Not going on anywhere from Methesda?’

She shook her
head. ‘Nothing listed here. It’ll be going somewhere from there, I
suppose. Or maybe it’ll come back here with new workers.’

I thanked her
and headed back out. Looks like I’m going to Methesda. I better try
to find out some more about it. And perhaps I can learn a little
more about Gans before I leave. I wonder why he’s heading so far
out.

 


Episode 5

 


I spent the
rest of the day yesterday filling in as many blanks as I could.
First off, I hit up my Reader and looked up all I could find on the
planet Methesda. Not much to tell it turned out. It’s a long way
out along the Arm, heading out towards the Edge and the Pioneer
Globes. It was a Globe itself until less than twenty years ago. It
got its name after a fifteen year wait, which isn’t bad compared to
some. So there’s a lot of Pioneers out there and not much work yet,
which is why a number of them come to places like Gallenin and take
on mining contracts and the like. Life’s hard on the Globes, even
after they’ve had a name for twenty years. I once heard someone say
that it takes at least fifty years for a Globe to become a decent
place to live.

I wonder where
this Gans character is heading. It seems like he’s hopping as far
away as he can get as quickly as he can, which is no surprise when
the Dems want your arse. But why is he going in this particular
direction? Is there something out there that he can use? Does he
have allies out there? These were questions that I was unlikely to
get answers to any time soon. What I could maybe learn was a bit
more about the man himself. I went back to the list I got from the
manager and went to look up a few more guests that had shared the
hotel with Gans.

The next on the
list was one Sharona Wilkins. My Sharona. Heh, man that’s an
ancient song. Funny how some songs disappear overnight while others
stick around for centuries. I knocked on her door just as it
opened, which made us both jump.

‘Can I help
you?’

She looked
pretty shocked, but I guess I’m a rough looking guy, with my scars
and my scowl and my lack of appropriate attire for a fancy hotel. I
tried a smile, but I think that just scared her more. ‘I was
wondering if I might ask you a few questions?’

She looked me
up and down. Literally, her eyes sliding from my face to my feet
and back again. She was quite a broad, good looking and lean, but
she was stuck-up. ‘What about?’ she asked.

‘Well, I’m on
the trail of this guy that stayed here. He left eleven days ago,
but you were here then, right?’

‘Yes. How do
you know that?’

I decided to
slip past that question. ‘He was a guy called Pietre Gans. Made a
mess in the lobby right before he left. You remember him?’ I held
out one of the photos for her to see.

She looked at
the picture like it might bite her, then quickly straightened up.
‘Yes, I saw him around, but I had absolutely nothing to do with
him.’

Now, you see, a
guy like me is trained in many ways. One of the skills we develop
really early on is the ability to spot a liar. And this lady was
lying so much that her neck went red. ‘Nothing at all, huh?’

‘That’s
correct. Now, if you’ll excuse me.’ And with that she pushed by me,
pulled her door closed behind her and walked quickly away.

It was easy
enough for me to assume that maybe she wasn’t such a lady after
all. I think this Gans character had talked the lady out of her one
night and she was kinda sore about that. I got a kick out of the
thought. I’d have to try to talk to her again soon. She might have
some good intel on Gans, and good intel is worth more than diamonds
in my line of work. But I’d let her cool off a bit first.

I headed on for
the room of the next name on the list. I knocked on the door and it
was answered almost immediately. By a Dem cop. ‘What do you
want?’

I had to think
quick. ‘I was planning to ask my man Darver if he wanted to go
downstairs for a drink.’

The cop
scowled. ‘What do you know about Darver Phelms?’

‘Not much, to
be honest. He wired me that he was going to be here and gave me his
room number to look him up.’

The cop scowled
even more. ‘When did you arrive?’

‘Two days ago.
I had some business to take care of first. Why, have I missed
him?’

The cop stepped
aside to let me see into the room. ‘You could say that,’ he said,
revealing a blood stained corpse on the floor at the foot of the
bed. It looked like it had been there a while; at least a week by
my guess. The stink was obviously being masked, which was a mercy
to every soul there.

The cop was on
his comm checking out my alibi. ‘Name?’

I told him.
After a minute he seemed satisfied that it couldn’t have been me
that iced Phelms. He questioned me some more and I managed to
convince him that I hardly knew the guy and we’d just made friends
through business. This would only have been the second time we met.
And I had to admit to him that I was a Bounty Hunter known as
Ghost. That raised his suspicions, but there was nothing I could do
about that.

Of course,
everything except the bit about me being Ghost was a lie. I’d never
met this Phelms guy in my life and had no reason to know anything
about him, but I’ve learned to keep my business concealed by
carefully constructed alternative realities. And then the damnedest
thing happened. The cop handed me a ‘slide case and it had “Attn:
The Ghost” written on it. ‘Well,’ the cop said as my brain spun in
neutral. ‘You missed him, but you made it in time to get this.
We’ve read the ‘slide and it’s irrelevant to us, so you can have
it. If anything, it backs up your story. But you need to stay in
the hotel. I’ll want to talk with you some more later.’

What the
hell?

 


Episode 6

 


I sat in the
bar, nursing a large whisky. I’d splashed out and bought the real
stuff from New Scotland. I thought I deserved it. My brain had
continued to spin all the way to the bar and all the way through my
first two drinks. By the time I’d started sipping the third I was
beginning to settle down. I had to think this through.

I’d followed a
Dem job to pick up this Gans character. The one lead they gave me
led me to this hotel, but Gans was long gone, left eleven days ago
now. So far I’d discovered that he’d killed the manager after a
dispute about his bill, but otherwise nothing seemed to make him
stand out. I’d also learned, or at least I strongly suspected, that
he’d had a roll in the hay with some stuck-up frock. Beyond that I
knew nothing. Except one thing: some guy by the name of Darver
Phelms was in the hotel at the same time as Gans. I had no reason
just yet to even assume that Phelms and Gans had met, yet Phelms is
dead and the police handed me a ‘slide from his room, addressed
personally to me.

Well, there was
only one way to find out more about this. I took out the ‘slide and
pressed it onto my Reader. I watched the ‘slide soak in with
trepidation. I don’t like this weird shit.

I accessed the
data on the ‘slide. It popped up as a vid file, Darver Phelms’s
smiling face. I knew it was him because I’d recently seen his
corpse. Obviously he’d lost some weight now, but there was enough
for me to recognise him in this vid.

He gave a
cheesy thumbs up to the camera. ‘Hey buddy! How are you. I’m
looking forward to catching up on Gallenin, even if it is a shitty
planet. I’ll leave this ‘slide at reception so you get it when you
check in, just in case I’m out. I’ll be on and off planet a little
bit as I have business elsewhere in the system, but I’ll be back
here on Gallenin regularly. Stick around if I’m out when you
arrive, okay? See you soon.’

What in the
deep, wide black was going on here? I took another long swig of
whisky and calmed my mind. I needed to think about this rationally.
That message could have been meant for anyone. Phelms didn’t
identify who he was addressing. And he’d never got to leave it at
reception either, so he must have been iced soon after recording
it. The writing on the ‘slide case was the only thing that tied it
to me and that could have been written by anyone. But why would
they do that? I checked the data details to see when the recording
had been made. It was eleven days ago. That was the day that Gans
made spaghetti sauce out of the manager and jumped a Skiff
off-planet. This was too weird.

So who was
fucking with me? Perhaps the better thing to consider here is not
who sent this ‘slide to me, but what I’m going to do about it. I
didn’t fancy sticking around for the cops to find time to ask me
more questions. It was kinda dumb of them to let me wander off in
the first place. Regardless of the strange stink this case was
starting to emanate, I had only one really solid lead and that was
Methesda. It’s time I bought myself a ride out along the Arm.

 


Episode 7

 


I’d finished up
my whisky in the bar and all my instincts were telling me to get
the hell off Gallenin at the first opportunity. Then the stuck-up
broad that was embarrassed about Gans walked in. I caught her eye
accidentally, held it deliberately. She stared at me for a second,
then seemed to deflate slightly. She walked over, sat down beside
me.

‘Buy me a
drink.’ There was a fire in her eyes.

‘Sure.’ She
ordered and I told the barman to put it on my bill. I sat and
waited. You learn a lot of tricks in my game and you learn a lot
about people. One of the most valuable things about people is this;
they don’t like silence. If you want someone to talk to you, don’t
try talking them into it. Leave a big empty space in the air and
most folks’ll feel obliged to fill it. Once her drink was served
she took a long gulp then looked at me through that big gap hanging
between us.

‘OK, I know who
that guy in the picture is,’ she said resignedly.

See what I
mean? People can’t help but talk. I just nodded.

‘I met him
right here, in the bar,’ she went on. ‘He seemed like a decent guy,
he was pretty cool and good looking. We got chatting and he kept
buying me drinks. Anyway, we ended up back in my room and things
were good.’ She blushed again. ‘But he was gone the next morning
when I woke up and I never saw him again. I left it more than
twenty four hours, thinking to make him sweat if I didn’t go
looking for him. Eventually I got tired of waiting and went to
reception to check up on him. Seems like he’d already left, and in
a hurry. Bastard.’ She looked at me with one eyebrow raised. ‘Why
the hell am I telling you all this anyway?’

I shrugged.
‘Maybe cos you want to tell someone, and I’m the only one
askin’?’

She laughed,
but it was a tired laugh. ‘Maybe. Anyway, that’s all there is to
tell.’

‘Did you guys
talk much that night or just…’ I knew the question was a dangerous
one and her eyes flashed with that haughty affront again.

‘What do you
mean exactly? Of course we talked!’

I stayed calm,
letting her anger dissipate unfuelled. ‘What did you talk about?
Did he tell you who he was or where he was going?’

She shook her
head. ‘No. He said he was on a mission and he was going to change
the ‘Verse. But he was one of those poetic kind of people that say
things like that. Otherwise we talked about great writers and
music, things like that. He’s an educated man.’ She stood up,
finished her drink. It was as if she’d just realised she was
talking to someone below her. Besides, she’d had the catharsis of
her confession and she didn’t need me any more. ‘I have to go,’ she
said stiffly. ‘Thanks for the drink.’ And with that she stalked
off.

So Gans was an
educated man even though he’d grown up on the Globes. He must have
moved out and got some schooling somewhere more civilised. As I was
thinking about what I’d just been told I saw the cop from Phelms’s
room walk in and scan the bar. Acting on instinct I dropped off the
stool and slipped into the shadows. Time to go. I managed to avoid
the cop and get back to my room and my bag. It was already packed,
ready to leave. It always was.

 


Episode 8

 


I got down to
reception and waited behind a large potted palm until a cop talking
to the receptionist headed back into the hotel lounge. When I asked
to check out the receptionist looked up at me, surprised. ‘Oh, the
police were looking for you. They want to talk to you some more or
something.’

I nodded,
keeping my expression perfectly calm. ‘I know. I just spoke to an
officer in the bar. I need to check out now and then I’m going to
go down to the station to help them out.’ I flashed her my most
winning smile. Always a risk, but this time it seemed to work.

She nodded
happily. ‘Oh, I’m glad they found you then.’ She took my money,
checked me out and I started heading for the door. I got as far as
one foot in the hotel and one foot out when I heard a yell. I
didn’t even look, just bolted. I pulled my coat tight and headed
into the most populated part of this town on Gallenin. It was a
mess of narrow streets and poor businesses trying to scrape out a
living. Garish neon signs, holographic ads reaching out for you,
people with expressions that put a face to their struggles.

The cops were
hot on my heels as I ducked and dived through alleys and buildings.
Why the hell was I running from the police? I’d done nothing wrong.
But something deep inside told me to keep moving. If the police got
hold of me now, things would get worse. At the very least I’d be
delayed and the Gans trail would get even colder. I learned a long
time ago to listen closely to my gut.

I managed to
put a couple of blocks between myself and the cops. I stay in good
shape; it’s essential in my line of work. You never know when you
might have to run or fight, but you know damn well that you will
have to do one or the other every once in a while. Sometimes both.
I spotted a tailor shop advertising second hand clothes. After a
quick negotiation the shop keeper made a week’s profit in about one
minute flat and I emerged with a new enviro-coat, this one dark
green where my other one had been black, and different trousers,
boots and a swanky Blent-wool hat pulled down over my eyebrows and
ears. A crude disguise, but it would help a bit.

The cops would
be watching for anyone coming and going through the port now, so I
needed to secure myself an unofficial ride. I slowly made my way
towards the port until I found a bar just grotty enough to hide me
without being so crappy that it would threaten me. With any luck
I’d find my self an unscrupulous Captain that would hide me on his
ship. I bought a drink and sat in a shadowed corner to watch and
learn.

 


Episode 9

 


There’s an old
saying that goes, “You learn a lot more if you keep your mouth
shut.” It’s something I try to keep in mind. Too many people love
the sound of their own voice when they could learn a lot by simply
shutting the fuck up. I sat in the shitty port bar and softened my
anxiety with some more whisky. Not the good stuff now, of course,
that would just draw attention to me, and that’s exactly what I
didn’t need. But I sat and I sipped and I watched and I
listened.

There was a
group of guys that were drinking way too hard. That would be a
brawl within the next half hour or so. I’d try to get out before
that happened. There were a few working girls around, but my scowl
kept them from approaching me. Another guy had the weight of more
worlds than this one on his shoulders. He stared at the bottom of
his glass, knowing full well that the answer wasn’t there. But he
kept on looking anyhow. Sitting near the door was a guy that looked
about greasy yet bright enough to be a ship’s engineer. His
knuckles were grazed and there was black grime under his
fingernails. He even had an oily rag stuffed in a pocket. He was
drinking slow and watching the people come and go. He kept checking
the time. I guessed he was enjoying the last few minutes of shore
leave that he had remaining.

It’s strange
what the dark can do to a soul. Personally, I like the isolation,
like I mentioned before. But for most folk, too long in the dark
can leave them disoriented. It’s like the old stories of sailors
taking weeks to get back their land legs after months at sea.
Except when you sail off-world, it’s not just the motion that’ll
mess you up. Everything is artificial; the light, the air, the
gravity. The only real thing is certain death if the hull breaches
because of all that endless space in every direction. It’s enough
to make even an ice ball like Gallenin seem inviting. But it’s a
slow creep. At first it doesn’t bother you too much, especially if
you have a talent for sailing, like being a good pilot or engineer.
Even a good cook with a sense for adventure. But no matter who you
are, eventually the dark becomes oppressive and you need some time
on a real world, however shitty it might be. And then sometimes,
the need to be on land becomes overwhelming and the dark becomes
something a soul develops a phobia for. Deepfear, they call it.

Now this
engineer by the door, he looked like he had the Deepfear. I could
use that. He was watching the time like he had to leave soon.
Perhaps I could leave with him. I picked up my drink and wandered
casually over to his table.

‘Hey
buddy.’

He looked up at
me, suspicious. ‘Hey.’

I decided to be
up-front with him. I didn’t have a lot of time. ‘I need a ride, as
soon as possible. You know where I might get a ship?’

His eyes
narrowed. ‘Where to?’

I shrugged.
‘Kinda doesn’t matter at this point.’

‘You in
trouble?’

‘No. Just sick
of this ice ball.’ Then I decided to play my trump. ‘To be honest,
I’m not much for travelling off-world. It kinda gets to me, you
know. So I have to just get going before I have too much time to
think about it. Besides, I have something to help with the
Deepfear.’ I smiled at him, like I was a bit ashamed of myself for
being so weak.

‘What is it
you’ve got for the Deepfear?’ he asked. He was trying to sound all
casual, but his eyes gave him away. People’s eyes always did. I
know one dude that got his eyes replaced by cybernetics just so he
could lie better.

‘You ain’t
gonna report me, are you?’ I asked, trying to look a bit
spooked.

‘No, man,
really. What do you have?’

I sat down
beside him, put my bag on my lap. Pulling open a side pocket I
showed him a small plastic sack. I opened it just a bit and wafted
the scent at him. ‘Top grade Fellonean Wow Weed,’ I said with a
wink. ‘Good enough to calm the nerves, but not so whacky that it’ll
stop a soul from functioning. It’s the best stuff against Deepfear.
You ever heard of it before?’

The guy nodded.
‘Sure I have. But I never tried it. Does it really work?’

‘Oh yeah, it
works. And it’s nice too, regardless of the ‘fear. It’s a good
thing to just chill out with. Tell you what. You help me get a ride
off-planet before I lose my nerve and I’ll share some of this with
you.’

The guy was
still looking at the Weed, like he was talking to it instead of me.
‘I still think maybe you’re in trouble.’

Smart guy. ‘Not
enough to bother you. I just want a ride, man. Can you help
me?’

He was still
watching my bag, even though I’d closed up the pocket again. ‘I can
help you,’ he said quietly.

Once again my
little bag of tricks digs me out of a hole. I just hope I haven’t
got myself hooked up on a pirate ship.

 


Episode 10

 


I was right
about the engineer on just about every count. Except one. He’d
swallowed the rest of his drink in one go and led me out of the
bar. I guess he thought the Weed was going to be better than the
booze, so he might as well get going. We didn’t go through the
passenger terminal, but straight into the port’s commercial docks.
Security on worlds like this one was lax at the best of times,
especially if you found the right people to move with.

His ship was a
pile of shit. There’s no other way to describe it. To be honest,
I’m surprised it flies, but it appears to be one of those vessels
that looks a lot worse on the outside than it is in its guts. I
flattered him by asking if he was the Captain and he laughed that
off.

‘Do I look like
a Captain?’

‘I don’t know.
What does a Captain look like?’

‘I keep this
boat in the air. I fix things.’

I smiled.
‘That’s a fine trade. One to be proud of.’

He just
shrugged. Once we were aboard he went to find the Captain. And this
is where I was wrong about him. I’d thought he looked quite bright,
but obviously I was very mistaken. The guy that came walking into
the common room was rough as guts and mean as a thirsty bear. It
was obvious from the second we met that we weren’t going to get
along. ‘So you’re a friend of Ollie’s?’ he asked, sneering.

I nodded,
quickly catching up to play along. ‘Yeah, that’s right.’

‘And Ollie said
I’d give you a ride?’

‘Yes, sir. I
greatly appreciate it.’

The Captain
stared at me like I was boning his teenage daughter. ‘What kind of
trouble you in?’

I decided that
there might be a way to circumvent this line of questioning. ‘I can
pay you for the ride, Captain. I don’t expect anything for
free.’

‘That ain’t
what I asked.’

We stared at
each other in silence for about a full minute. Ollie had reappeared
and was shifting from foot to foot like he needed a piss. All he
was worried about was my bag of Wow Weed walking off the ship
again. A ship that smelled of metal and oil and something that had
burned itself into the galley a long time ago. The furniture was
threadbare and broken. The Captain and Ollie wore little more than
rags. I wondered if there were any other crew. Still, at least I
hadn’t hooked up with pirates. No self-respecting pirate would be
this poor.

The truth of it
was that the Captain had a decision to make. It was obvious that I
was in trouble. The decision was this: did he take a risk and carry
me or not. The kind of trouble I was in was pretty irrelevant. And
he could certainly use the money I was offering.

‘My name is
Captain Rake. This is my ship. You work your passage, you pay your
way and you do exactly what I say when I say it.’

Seems he’d made
a decision. ‘Sure.’

‘What do I call
you?’ he asked, the sneer returning.

I tried to
smile at him. ‘You can call me whatever you like.’

He nodded and
went back wherever he’d come from. Ollie grinned at me and came
trotting over. ‘You’re gonna have to share my cabin, but there’s
two bunks in there. This way.’

He led me down
into the ship’s bowel where his cabin was little more than a
cupboard beside the engine room. It was going to be hot and noisy
in there. And I’d have to sleep with one eye open, seeing as how my
soul is not in the least bit trusting. ‘Is there anyone else on
board?’ I asked.

Ollie nodded.
‘There’s Sally, Cap’n Rake’s lady. And there’s Timmo. He’s kind of
a mercenary, at least that’s what he likes to think, but he’s not a
very good one.’

‘What exactly
do you guys do?’

‘Anything going
really.’

‘And where are
you going today?’

‘We’re flying
out to Cerunia. Cap’n Rake’s got a job lined up to ferry some
cargo.’

I nodded. ‘How
far to Cerunia?’

Ollie shrugged,
shook his head. ‘Only about two days, I guess.’

There was a
sudden roar and shuddering that nearly shook my teeth out. Ollie
grinned sheepishly. The ship lurched and tilted and the motion of
flight swept through us. The roar was deafening and I wondered if
the ship would hold together through atmo. Then there was a stomach
lifting moment of weightlessness before the gravity came on and
everything quietened down again.

Ollie laughed.
‘I always worry about that bit!’

And this was
the engineer talking? I rolled a smoke with the Weed, as promised.
As we sat back with it I couldn’t help thinking about how quickly I
wanted off this dodgy boat.

 


Episode 11

 


So this Captain
Rake character isn’t nearly as dangerous as he looks. To be honest,
he’s an idiot. Somehow he managed to get himself this ship and he
just about holds it together. Ollie stays with him because he’s
self-flagellating; he hates being out in the dark, but claims to
know nothing else. That makes him an idiot too. He could use his
engineering skills worldbound as easily as he can in space. He’s
obviously punishing himself for something. I don’t care what. A
soul can’t be taking on all the woes of every sorry loser in the
‘Verse.

I still haven’t
met this Timmo, the self-professed merc. Apparently he stays pretty
much in his cabin. I guess I prefer it that way. This is a ship of
psychos and the fewer of them I have to deal with, the better I
like it. Rake’s lady, Sally, is the only one that seems relatively
normal. But, of course, she’s with Rake, so how normal is that? But
she cooks up a good feed and seems to cool Rake’s ire a little bit,
so that makes her the most important one here as far as I’m
concerned.

Seems like Rake
meant it when he said I had to work my passage, even though I’d
paid him well enough. Trouble was, he had nothing that really
needed doing, so he got to making stuff up. I planned to leave this
ship on Cerunia, so only two days of keeping my head down. And it’s
even vaguely on my way towards Methesda, which is a bonus.

I’d checked my
Reader and it seems like Cerunia is one of those religious worlds
that started popping up after the Coexistence. I’d have to grit my
teeth against the religion, but there should be plenty of
pilgrimage ships coming and going for me to hop a ride out
again.

Right now I’m
more worried about what happened last night. I was sleeping off the
day’s mopping when a strange noise woke me up. It was a kind of low
humming, but really insistent and it seemed to be happening right
by my ear. I sat up bolt upright and looked around, quickly shaking
off the sleep. My hand was already closed around the hilt of my
knife, but there was nothing there. I sat there in the dark for a
long time, but nothing happened. Ollie was sleeping like a really
ugly baby. So I laid down again. As soon as I closed my eyes the
hum was in my ear again and there was a faint voice in it.

This time I
jumped clean off the bunk and the humming seemed to recede from me,
away through the door. It was hard to see in the gloom of
artificial night on board. Knife in one had, torch in the other, I
stalked out into the engine room. The hum of the engine was a very
different pitch to the noise sliding away from me. I followed it,
down a dirty corridor, up steps to the common room and back towards
the stern. I could hear the voice more clearly as I went. It seemed
to be saying, ‘Go back.’

This ship is a
rear-docker. There was the airlock door right in front of me and
atmo-suits racked up along one wall. Dead end. Now that insistent
humming was all around me. It wasn’t a machine noise. It was like a
bunch of people all humming under their breath. We used to drive
one of our old teachers mad in school, when the whole class would
start to hum real low. The teacher would look around and everyone
he looked at would stop humming and smile while the rest of the
class carried on. He’d walk around, but the people near him would
never be humming while the rest did. It was a juvenile prank, but
funny to a teenager. Now I was experiencing something just like it.
It was as if all these invisible people around me were humming, but
none of them close enough for me to reach out and punch. And
periodically a single, distant voice said, ‘Go back.’ I had to
admit, it was freaking me out.
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