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 The meal was a standard protein and vitamins mix, though the Echo Trail’s latest Alliance 

encounter did leave the crew with some flavor packets that added much needed variety to the fare.  

Although it didn’t matter much to Captain Lori Walker who wasn’t feeling very hungry.  Before anyone 

else finished, she nibbled on a few bites then leaned back and nursed her cup of wretched moonshine, 

watching and listening to her crew as they chatted around the oval dining table. 

 Sitting on Lori’s right, Kris was picking slowly at her meal, as hungry as the captain.  To her 

left, was Jin and Scrap was next to him.  At the far end sat Patch, nursing his bottle of bourbon that was 

nearing halfway empty.  Their young engineer was as hyperactive as ever and doing everything he 

could to drive their doctor crazy with the pilot providing encouragement and suggestions for the teen.  

Scrap had ended up in one headlock already but that didn’t seem to deter him.  Nothing did until Patch 

took the food out of Scrap’s reach and threatened to let the kid starve to death.  He pleaded for help but 

Jin refused.  Finally Scrap settled down and, after he gave numerous promises to never again torment 

anyone, Patch let him have his plate back.  As soon as it was in front of him, Scrap tore into the food as 

if he really believed the doctor intended to never let him eat again. 

 Once they had eaten the lion’s share of the meal, Lori took one last drink and set her cup down.  

“Our last outin’… was not a simple ghost hunt.” 

 Everyone stopped eating, although Patch took a swig from his bottle. 

 “You call that simple?” asked Jin. 

 “Didn’t we gank a ghost?” asked Scrap.  “I thought we ganked a ghost.” 

 “Well... yes, there was a ghost, and we did go about huntin’ it,” Lori said. 

 “We was also gatherin’ some intel,” Kris added.  “Ya’ll remember the Miranda Message?” 

 Jin looked queasy and pushed his plate away.  Patch took another swig while Scrap glanced 

around in confusion. 

 “It’s that message from over a year ago that were broadcast ‘cross the ‘Verse,” the doctor 

explained.  “It told how the Alliance made Reavers.” 

 Scrap could only manage a grunt of understanding as his expression and complexion changed to 

match Jin’s. 

 “Lots of rumors floatin’ about on it,” Lori said.  “While we rummagin’ the Alliance, I had Kris 

hack up corroboration.” 

 “And?” asked Jin. 

 “That ship was involved in the Universe Battle,” said Kris before trailing off.   

 Neither she nor the captain wanted to continue.  After sitting in silence for several long seconds, 

they both nodded. 

 Jin and Scrap both let out a string of Chinese curses.  Patch looked at the bottle in his hand like 

there wasn’t enough alcohol in the ‘Verse.  Until now, most everyone everywhere had tried to dismiss 

the broadcast as staged.  Some just wanted to ignore it.  Confirmation that it was real, made the Black 

feel darker and more evil – like it was waiting to swallow up their tiny spaceship and the few that 

resided within it. 

 “Still a chance it was all a clever forgery,” Jin pointed out. 

 “No,” Lori said, shaking her head.  “Too large a battle for just a forgery.  It was true: the worst 

fightin’ since the war.  Over the planet of Mr. Universe and between the Alliance and Reaver fleets.  No 

one does that much difficulties over a forgery.” 

 “But we should go to Miranda and confirm,” said Kris. 

 “Then what?”  Patch asked, staring straight at Lori. 

 “What we always do when it comes to monsters: find it, kill it.” 

 This time Kris was caught off guard by the captain.  “You thought a monster wiped out a total 

planet?” 
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 Lori nodded.  “No way anythin’ human wipes out billions.” 

 “How’s it to be doing?” asked Patch.  “Most Reavers may be dead ‘cause the battle, but there’s 

still plenty in the sky.  You’re wantin’ to go at their heart.” 

 “We could strap some bodies to Echo Trail,” said Jin.  “Get some red paint and a few 

accessories – make her look just like—” 

 “No!” Lori snapped.  “We will not defile this ship.” 

 “Let’s find a small Reaver boat then.  Take it away from ‘em and sail it in,” said Scrap. 

 “Ya’ll do that without me,” said Patch. 

 “Why?” 

 “They won’t give it without a fight, and I intend no harm to no man.” 

 “They’re not men, they’re Reavers!” said Jin, practically shouting. 

 “Don’t matter!” said Lori, raising her voice to restore order.  “We’ll need Patch with us on this.  

Other options?” 

 The table was silent. 

 Lori stood up.  “Until then, standard path.  We keep flyin’ and keep listenin’ for trouble.” 

 Jin, Kris and Scrap all got up and left to the bridge and engine room.  The upper common area 

was quiet.  Just Lori and Patch, who was still sitting there, staring at her.  The captain got up and 

moved to a chair next to him.  Patch handed her the bottle and she took a sip. 

 “Juh Shi Suh Mo Go Dohng Shee?” said Lori between violent coughing fits brought on by the 

alcohol.  “You’ve drunk half the bottle already?  That can’t be healthy.” 

 “Nothing we do is healthy,” said Patch, his accent disappearing.  “Least of all this new idea.” 

 “You think we should let this go?” 

 Patch considered it a moment before shaking his head.  “Justice must be served.  But what if 

you’re wrong?” 

 She looked at him in confusion. 

 He leaned forward.  “What if all those bodies on Miranda wasn’t the fault of any monster?  

What if we human beings did it on our own?” 

 Lori stood up.  “Then I’ll still find the Huen Dahn and kill ‘em.” 

 She went to the fore of the ship, closing the dining hall door behind her. 

 “Fair enough,” said Patch, taking another sip from the bottle.  “But it will be without me.” 

 

The Supernatural ‘Verse 
 

Listen up: 

Long time ago, man had a home called ‘Earth’, but we didn’t take care of it and had to leave.  Wasn’t 

so bad, we found several new worlds to call ours.  The first settled formed the Core worlds of the 

Alliance.  Those places still being tamed, people call the Rim.  Out there are a lot of evil, nasty pieces 

of work.  Most of them are human, but some of them aren’t.  That’s where we come in.  My name’s Jin.  I 

pilot a ship called Echo Trail.  We hunt the things that hunt others. 

Episode 2: Ten Little Passengers 

 “What I wanna know is, if Miranda is so dangerous to them, why not raze it already?” asked 
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Kris. 

 “Too dangerous.  Too costly,” Jin said as he piloted the ship one-handed.  Sitting on a stool to 

his left, Patch examined the wires coming out of his forearm.  Behind them, Kris and Lori sat at their 

usual stations, conversing.  “It would take a lot of resources to fight through the Reavers just to destroy 

something that nobody's insane enough to run to anyway,” Jin went on. 

 “And if they did, it'd confirm a lot of people's suspicions,” Patch said, adjusting his glasses.  

“No way you cover up an operation like that and no way you deny anythin' after that much effort.  

Gorramit!  This is a fine piece of work.  Jin, you’ll be lucky if I don’t have to take the whole arm.” 

 “Kris should give me one of hers,” Jin said followed by a hammy, evil laugh. 

 “What if we pulled an alliance fleet with us?” Kris said, pointedly ignoring the comment.  “Let 

them blast us a path clear.” 

 “They don’t be owin’ us that many favors,” Lori answered, her view on the stars outside the 

bridge’s windows. 

 “I could float on the edge of their space.  Wait for a hole to open then slip us dirtside,” said Jin. 

 “Sounds insane,” Patch said without looking up from his efforts. 

 “Guess that’s our first plan,” Lori said. 

 “It’s a dreadful plan!” said Kris. 

 “How’s the water and fuel?” asked the captain. 

 Kris hit a few keys and checked the ship’s readout on her main screen.  “Fuel’s good.  Water’s 

got a quarter tank left.” 

 “Let’s do a body run.  Find some ticket requests on the Cortex.” 

 Kris got to work, her fingers flying across the three keyboards she had set up on her station. 

 “I’m telling you, Patch, I sometimes wonder if she’s not part gear too,” Jin said before wincing. 

 “That should stablize ya,” the doctor said as he pulled the syringe out of Jin’s arm.  “But we’re 

operatin’ once dirtside.” 

 “Cloak!” 

 Everyone turned around to look at Scrap Heap who had just burst onto the bridge. 

 “What?” asked Patch. 

 “A cloakin’ device.  Somethin’ that keeps our ship away eyes.  We’ll use that to get to Miranda.” 

 Everyone stared at him like he’d gone out of his mind. 

 “You’ve been watchin’ too many alternate histories again,” Kris said with a laugh. 

 “No!  It’s a real thing I swear!  They’ve been makin’ it in secret for decades,” said Scrap. 

 “‘They?’” Lori asked. 

 “The... Alliance and... their business folk.  They’ve... it’s called ‘shroudin’!” 

 Everyone looked at Kris who went to work checking the Cortex.  For several minutes there was 

only the clicking of keys to break the montomous hum of the ship’s engine and environmental systems. 

 “Wuo Dwei Nee Boo Ting Boo Jen,” she finally said. 

 “It’s real?” asked Patch. 

 “We hunt on less.” 

 “Get us one,” Lori said. 

 Kris stared down at her panels, a sign she didn’t want to tell the captain something.  “If this 

exists, havin’ one breaks a dreadful lot of regulations.  If it’s been built, only ones got it are the Alliance 

and their corporate buddies.” 

 “Or a mighty criminal too ornery to keep in check?” asked Patch. 

 Kris nodded.  “Although...” 

 Everyone leaned in a bit. 

 “There’s some chatter abouts on an auction sellin’ one.” 

 “Where?” asked the other four near simultaneously. 
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 “Persephone.” 

 

*   3 days later   * 

 

 Over the skies of the Eavesdown docks on Persephone, a silvery-blue spaceship descended. It 

was little more than a misshapen, rectangular tube with wings sticking out of both sides.  Under both 

wings were a pair of large fans to provide lift and stabilize its flight.  Its large aft thrust engine was 

retracted, two smaller maneuver engines extending along a pair of rails that sprouted from the aft of the 

ship.  It was an ungainly thing, less able to move perfectly vertical but rather circled down in a 

mockery of a crash that took it near enough other landing ships that one could almost hear the other 

pilots swearing without using the comms. 

 Still, it landed without catastrophe on its designated landing pad and Patch exited the port door 

to register them on the dock meter. 

 “Jin, Kris, I want you both here waiting for us,” said Lori as she double checked that her clothes 

were mostly presentable.  “Keep profiles low and ears open for fares.” 

 Jin looked at Kris who was gripping the door frame, staring nervously out at the crowds.  “I 

doubt that’ll be any problem,” he said. 

 Lori nodded and left the ship with Scrap following. 

 Patch joined both of them and the three headed into the hustle and bustle of the business district 

where merchants offering a variety of wares crammed the streets with their carts and lovely women 

modeled fancy dresses in store windows. 

 “This be a ruttin’ dumb plan,” he said. 

 “Duly noted,” replied Lori. 

 “Who’s the guy we scoutin’ for anyway?” Patch asked as they squeezed single-file through a 

crowd of shoppers. 

 Lori waited until they were through the worst of the crowd and the other two could hear her.  “A 

fellow named Badger.  Seems he’s a mite respectable and a peck shady.” 

 “A footpad with delusions of grandeur?” asked Scrap. 

 “Don’t be sayin’ that to his face,” Patch said. 

 “Captain?” asked Scrap, his gaze focusing on something across the street.  “Reckon that’s the 

place?” 

 Lori and Patch turned around and followed his gaze.  In this section of town, the buildings were 

built against each other with no gap between them.  In the middle of two shops festooned with bright, 

eye-catching draperies was a drab, gray structure that would have been hard to notice if one wasn’t 

looking for it.  A black cloth with a jagged, white ‘V’ on it had been nailed on the front door. 

 “What’s got your suspicion about it?” asked Patch. 

 “That’s a badger’s fur pattern,” said Scrap. 

 “It is?” 

 “I saw one in a picture book of Earth-That-Was animals.” 

 “Let’s give it a try.  Right or wrong, walk out alive,” ordered Lori, their ready signal, as she 

headed towards the building. 

 The front door was unlocked and they entered a drab room furnished with ratty, second-hand 

furniture arranged in a mockery of a waiting room.  Bits of sunlight streamed through cracks in the wall 

and holes in the draperies.  Though not as hot as it was outdoors, the room felt stuffy.  One door on 

their left was shut.  Straight ahead a tattered sheet separated this room from deeper in the building. 

 “What do ya want?” asked a large, muscular guy appearing from behind the curtain. 

 Lori sized up the towering figure.  Her head barely reached his heavily tattooed elbow.  “We’re 

lookin’ for work.” 
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 He looked the three of them over.  “Doxy House four doors down.” 

 “No,” Lori said through gritted teeth.  “I’m a ship captain.  I hear Badger could use a boat.” 

 The guard rolled his eyes and said, “Wait here.”  Then he disappeared. 

 Patch leaned over, whispering in Lori’s ear, “I hope you’re right.” 

 “Trust me, they always have a job.” 

 Awkward seconds passed before the guard returned and beckoned them to follow. 

 The three crewmates stepped through the curtain to find themselves in an office with a high 

ceiling, light streaming down through some gaps in the roof that were doing a poor impression of a 

skylight.  Sitting a tattered, worn, burgundy chair with a black bowler hat and dark red tie around his 

neck, was a man with an air about him that could only be the eponymous Badger. 

 “‘ello girlie.  What can I do for you?” he asked in an unusual accent. 

 Lori crossed her arms.  “Heard you need a boat.  Come to offer my services.” 

 Sitting on his desk, to Badger’s right, was a hand crank built for peeling apples and a bright, red 

one was loaded in it.  Badger turned the crank in though, leaving the fruit half naked by the time he was 

done.  “I’ve got a lot boats on my ‘ands…  Why should I bother with yours.” 

 “I’ve seen men like yourself,” Lori said with a knowing smile and a step closer.  “They want to 

keep up appearance all legitimate business-like.  Crew like mine, we got none of your fingerprints.  

People, goods, just about anythin’ we can haul for you with the Alliance none the wiser.” 

 “Just like that?” 

 “With us, your money buys less fuel and more silence,” Lori said.  “I’d tell you to ask around 

for our rep, but that’s how quiet we are.” 

 Badger stared at her.  “I like you.  So I’ll give you a chance.  What’s your price?” 

 “Lookin’ for some new toys for my baby.  We can barter for parts.” 

 “…What kind of parts?” 

 “Well it’d make our jobs a mite easier if you could lay hands on a ‘shroud’.” 

 Badger was quiet a moment, then burst into laughter. 

 Lori glanced over at Patch, who was growing concerned, and reassured him with her 

expression. 

 “So that’s your game, is it?  You’re ‘ere for the show?” asked Badger. 

 “Only if the talent’s legit,” answered Lori. 

 “You dare question my honesty?” 

 “I’d be loath to question anyone in such a… very fine hat, but no ship in the ‘Verse runs on 

trust.” 

 “Right you are, girlie.  But you shouldn’t worry your pretty little ‘ead about it.” 

 “All the same, I want to see the merch.” 

 “Show ain’t cheap.  You want a peep, you pony up cash – now.” 

 Lori patted her pockets, realizing she only had a bit of change that would be good for a cheap 

meal at best.  “An interestin’ swindle.  You fleece all your new customers this way?” 

 Badger shrugged.  “Two thousand is ‘ardly bothering for a-grade buyers coming to this 

occasion.”  He paused and a mischievous smile grew on his lips.  “Such as yourselves.” 

 Lori spun around and coughed so Badger wouldn’t notice the shock on her face at the amount.  

They were lucky to ever see a thousand, much less two. 

 “Your money, Captain.” 

 Lori looked up to see Patch handing her a wad of bills.  She straightened up and took them, 

nodding her appreciation and saying, “Thank you, Michael, for holding onto my money.”  She took a 

moment to count out the bills then slapped two-thousand-forty on Badger’s desk.  “If you’re joshin’ us, 

I’ll want this back.” 

 Badger picked up the money, glanced at it, then stood and said, “Right this way.”  He led them 
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to a door in the back of his office guarded by two armed men. 

 Beyond it was a room that looked like it might have been a dining room once upon a time, but 

now there was nothing standing on its red, ornately designed, frayed carpet save for a large, black box, 

the size of many dining tables, in the middle.  Cameras were mounted high up in every corner.  To their 

left, in an alcove, one of Badger’s employees continuously watched six monitors, three stacked on 

three, displaying the feed.  In every corner of the room was also an armed guard, though two were 

granted the luxury of chairs. 

 The box itself stood almost to Lori’s waist and the top was wider than her arm-span.  Getting a 

closer look at it, she realized the base was just a bit wider, giving it a decapitated pyramid look.  On all 

sides were numerous access panels and gaps allowing a view of the inner structure.  Right away, Scrap 

went up to it and began circling around it. 

 “‘ey! Watch the urchin!” said Badger. 

 “Don’t worry, God granted him an overabundance of curiosity, but not sense,” Lori said.  When 

Scrap had circled back around to her side, she slapped him on the back of the head saying, “Don’t be 

touchin’ that none.”  Gesturing to Patch she said, “Mikey Wesson here’s my mechanic.  He’ll verify it.” 

 Patch, who had been focused on the monitors, turned around, nodded and began circling the box 

along with Scrap who was intently focused on it. 

 “Wesson?” Badger said, rubbing his chin.  “Name’s familiar.  You been on Persephone before?” 

 “Only when stoppin’,” he answered, kneeling down beside the shroud. 

 “You ever rob a bank?” 

 “Not willingly.”  He rubbed his hand over the polished, black metal and looked it at for several 

seconds. 

 When Scrap Heap reached the side opposite of the doctor, they locked eyes, and the teen gave a 

slight nod. 

 Patch stood up and leisurely wandered around, keeping his focus on the box.  Finally he 

stopped, took a deep breath and said, “It’s real, captain.” 

 “Guess you keep our money,” said Lori. 

 “‘onest Badger always does,” he said, smiling.  “Best of luck to you.” 

 “When’s the auction?” 

 “Soon as the other bidders arrive.  I find keeping the time flexible keeps it out of thieving 

‘ands.” 

 “Clever,” said Lori.  “And you’ll let us know…” 

 “Gimmie your number, girlie, and I’ll call as soon as we’re ready to begin.” 

 Lori snapped her fingers and Patch stepped forward, handing a card with their contact info. 

 “Still, time is money and I didn’t get this rich by wastin’ either,” Lori said, rubbing her chin in 

thought.  “I have business at Beylix.  Perhaps I can run a favor for you as a sign of gratitude?” 

 Badger took off his hat and wiped his brow as he thought about it.  “I do ‘ave an associate 

needing some hands on the Djinn’s Bane moon.  Want to ‘aul some riffraff there?” 

 Lori smiled.  “I’ve got room.” 

 “A deal then!  Shall we… seal it with a kiss?” Badger asked with a mischievous grin. 

 Lori leaned close to him and whispered.  “Never.”  Then she turned around to leave saying, 

“Drop the chunklets at dock two-oh-five and hurry.  I want to be back in time to take that pretty off 

your hands.” 

 “I can hardly wait,” said Badger. 

 

*   the next day   * 

 

 Lori smiled as she descended the port staircase, a steaming cup of coffee in her hands.  The 
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crisp dawn air was invading her ship which meant the personnel door on the low deck was open.  She 

reached the door to find Patch sitting on the ramp, a tin flask in his hand, staring west. 

 He was dressed, as always, in the same ratty, brown coat that went just past his waist along with 

a golden amulet of some mysterious horned figure.  As usual he wore a plain, dark, mono-colored t-

shirt that highlighted said amulet.  The dark skin of his shaved head glistened in the morning light in 

contrast to his beard that he had trimmed into a line running along his jaw and around his mouth.  He 

raised the flask with his left hand, revealing the bracelet of carved, miniature skulls around it.  In his 

right hand he read an old book with a tattered cover.  Upon realizing she was there, Patch turned to 

Lori, his spectacles perched on the end of his nose, their round lenses reflecting partial images of the 

docks. 

 “The view?” she asked. 

 “Lux’ll be up soon,” he answered, referring to the protostar Persephone orbited. 

 “Any luck on your mystery?” 

 Patch sighed at the book in his hand.  “None.  Nothin’ on anythin’ with silver eyes on camera.” 

 “Maybe you imagined it.” 

 “I didn’t!  Something was in that room with us.” 

 “You think Badger knows he’s got a thing on the payroll?” 

 “I think a man like that is more worried about how useful someone is than what they are.” 

 “Well until you figure out what it was, we can’t go savin’ him from it and earn some gratitude,” 

said Lori.  She stared out at the brightening western sky and savored her drink a moment.  She could 

tell something was bothering him beyond the mystery beast.  Once she glanced around and made sure 

none of the other crew were about, she said, “You’re mad.” 

 “I ain’t mad,” replied Patch. 

 “I can tell you are.” 

 “Am not.” 

 “Are so.” 

 “Ain’t so.” 

 “Out with it, ‘Michael,’” Lori said in a harsher tone than she intended. 

 Patch sighed.  “That was our entire funds.” 

 Lori paused for a sip.  She had been trying not to think about what their negotiation had cost.  

“It was for the cause.” 

 “Was it?” 

 The captain sat down next to him on the ramp.  “What would you have me do?  Let the murders 

of Miranda escape?  Should the Reavers have no justice?” 

 “No.”  Patch looked around then said without his usual accent, “I’ll follow you into Hell – even 

if it means Kris winning the bet – but I will complain all the way.”  He paused for a sip.  “And remind 

you of our destination.” 

 “Here she comes,” said Lori. 

 Both of them fell silent as they watched the sky grow brighter.  Lux crested over the horizon, 

bathing the Eavesdown Docks in morning glory. 

 “Another day,” Lori said raising her mug in toast. 

 Patch did the same with his flask.  “What’ll I tell ‘em?” 

 “Kris will have funds ready soon.” 

 “Another scam?” 

 “Enough to survive.  Relax, we’re just cheatin’ Blue Sun.” 

 “How can I be relaxin’,” Patch asked, gesturing to the sky, “when all can see how Tulao De Nuli 

it is to outrun the sun?” 

 “We can’t do it until we try.  So we’ll run until we can’t.” 
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 Patch smiled a bit as the recitation of their old mantra.  “Then we’ll walk until we can’t.” 

 “Then we crawl until we can’t.” 

 She waited for him to utter the fourth line but he just sat there, nursing his flask.  Finally he 

said, “Save lives or die trying.” 

 “Always,” said Lori. 

 An indistinct yell came from inside the ship, and though she couldn’t make out the words, Lori 

recognized the voice.  “Down here, Kris!” 

 Their tech came down the stairs to them and held up a rectangular, semi-transparent credit chit 

with the Blue Sun logo emblazoned on it.  “Loaded and ready.” 

 Lori took the card and handed it to Patch.  “Fill her up.  Then find out if Badger has our 

passengers or if we need to dredge some.” 

 Patch took it and nodded.  “But while I’m out there...” 

 “Got that fixed for you too, Patch.  You’ve been scrubbed pretty good on the Cortex,” Kris said, 

holding up an ID card.  “He ain’t got any worries.” 

 “Kris... you spelled my name wrong.” 

 “I did not!” 

 “It’s not Mikie, it’s Michael.” 

 Kris looked closer at the card.  “I’m doubtin’ that’s your real birthdate and I know the address is 

wrong.  Why you complain’ about the name?” 

 “No idea, Kristen,” said Patch. 

 Kris’s expression changed to one of impending murder. 

 “Scrap!” shouted Patch.  “Time to go!” 

 “Not here,” came a groggy voice from the aft hatch. 

 “Now, boy!  Fuel time!” shouted Patch. 

 Scrap climbed down the ladder in the low deck dining nook and approached them looking 

slightly more disheveled than usual.  “Can’t it wait?  Not like fuel ain’t goin’ nowhere.” 

 “Do it, Scrap.  The dirt’s burnin’ my feet, and I want to hit the sky sooner,” said Lori.  While 

they waited on the kid, Lori turned to Kris and said, “That took you longer than usual.” 

 Her tech sighed in that tone which told the captain she had a lot to say, and too few words to 

express it.  “They were the last I tried.  Everyone’s locked, suspicious.  Blue Sun’s gonna be a mite 

unpleased if they findin’ out it was us.” 

 “How long ‘til they do?” asked Patch. 

 Kris shrugged.  “Longer if we stay off the grid.  This might be the only time we use that.” 

 “We best be gettin’ more bullets too,” Lori said to Patch. 

 “Speakin’ of,” said Kris. 

 They looked out to see an open-air van pull up, Badger sitting next to the driver and seven 

people in the seats behind. 

 “Think one of them’s not people?” Patch whispered to Lori. 

 “We’ll know if anyone turns up dead,” she whispered back. 

 “Sorry for the delay,” said Badger.  “Took some bit of time to get ready.  Was afraid a busy lady 

like yourself would be gone.” 

 “You’re lucky, Badger, we were just leavin’,” Lori said at the same moment Scrap came 

bounding up to them.  “Fuel and top off the water tanks,” she told him.  “Patch, go with to maintain the 

lie.  Both of you: Go.” 

 “Still got room for my people?” Badger asked, gesturing the people sitting behind him.  His 

eyes followed Patch and Scrap as the two walked by him to the fuel pumps. 

 Lori couldn’t help but give the smile she so often wore right before something inhuman ended 

up dead.  “It’s so hard to say no to you.”  
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*   2 days later   * 

 

 Down on the lower deck, Patch was stuck playing host with the passengers.  Well, he had to 

admit it wasn’t that bad.  Mostly they stayed in their rooms, the quarters established in the aft of the 

ship’s lower deck.  There were a pair of small, singleton rooms on both sides and in the middle were 

two large rooms designed to accommodate families.  To get to the rooms, one just had to go past the 

cargo bay, then past the dining nook and pantry, to a hallway that ran left and right.  Both directions led 

to another hallway turning aftward to allow access to all three rooms on that side. 

 On the starboard side of the ship, Leslie Toan was staying in the first room.  She was a quiet, 

reserved Oriental woman with long, black hair that hung straight down her back.  Although the types of 

clothes she wore varied, they were always colorful and flower-printed.  She was very quiet but freely 

participated in whatever games were struck up, though she barely spoke through any of them as well. 

 Behind her room, there was a guy who introduced himself as Rocky McAlister, and the crew 

had a running bet on whether that was an alias or not.  He was a full head shorter than Patch, but his 

handshake revealed a muscular figure under his layered attire and olive skin.  Unlike Leslie, Rocky was 

very friendly and always seemed to be out of his room, talking with anyone and everyone who was 

near in a very boisterous manner. 

 Across from them, in the group room, were Alice and Elsa Thompson.  They had come on board 

hand in hand, though everyone passed them off as cousins in front of Scrap.  Alice was the taller one 

with skin darkened from hard labor in the sun and her pixie-cut hair was lightened from the same into a 

dirty blond color.  She usually dressed in the overalls and flannel shirts of a field laborer, and her smile 

was as quick and friendly as any of them.  Elsa, however, was smaller and lither than Alice.  She wore a 

long skirt designed to be practical for those working in yards and houses.  Her hair was longer with a 

bit of waviness to it and had been dyed a shade of teal.  She was quieter, more reserved, but ventured 

out of the room with Alice and participated in whatever games Alice picked. 

 On the port side of the ship, in the first room, was a man named Johan Hirigawa.  He was a very 

tall, very pale man, so tall he had to walk around the ship with a slight hunch lest his head hit the 

ceiling.  He didn’t talk much or socialize with others often, but he had brought a wooden box filled 

with ripe tomatoes to share with everyone.  Patch had left it in the pantry’s cold unit for most of the 

trip. 

 Across from him, in the family quarters, was Harold Pearce and his wife, Jenna.  Harold was an 

older gentleman with dark hair that was already growing grayer and thinner with age.  His wife, 

however, was a stunning, shapely blond with porcelain skin and warm smile.  Patch wondered how full 

the captain’s hands were just keeping Scrap from spying on the passengers. 

 Right now, he wondered if the rest of the ship could hear the passengers laughing.  Hell, they 

were so loud he figured the next planet could hear them.  He smiled and forced a chuckle out, though 

that was the most they were getting.  The doctor could be jovial when the job required it, but this 

wasn’t a job – only a farce. 

 “So doc,” said Alice, “do you have any stories to regale us?” 

 “None that’d be suitable for mixed company,” Patch said. 

 “You don’t have anything about raising your son on board a starship?” Elsa asked. 

 Patch stared at her in confusion.  A second later, he grasped her meaning.  “He’s not my son.” 

 “But when we were introducing ourselves you had Elsa and I—” said Alice. 

 “The boy’s around... fifteen,” Patch said, interrupting her.  “We think.  Even he’s not sure.  Had 

he cotton’d onto ya’ll, he’d have spent the entire trip spyin’ on ya’ll.  Consider it customer service.” 

 Elsa smiled.  “We could’ve handle him.” 

 This time Patch’s laugh was genuine.  “The kid’s... surprisin’.  Even for a normal fifteen year 
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old boy, Scrap is determined.  Trust me, we do good keepin’ his hormones in check around our tech 

officer.” 

 “She is pretty,” said Harold, only to be playfully slapped on the arm by Jenna. 

 “I don’t see how you eat this Young Chwen Mien,” said Leslie. 

 “You get used to it,” Patch said.  He lifted the bottle of tonic he was drinking from and added, 

“Though some extra flavorin’ helps.”  He poured a bit onto his plate then let them pass it around the 

table.  While everyone liquored their meal, Patch lifted a wooden box onto the table.  “Plus once in 

awhile we get treated.” 

 Opening the box, he removed from it a bright red tomato to exclamations of delight. 

 “There ain’t many and this ain’t a short trip, so we’re sharin’,” he said, cutting it in half.  He 

then doled out a slice onto a small plate and passed it to Jenna who was sitting next to him.  She passed 

it down while he cut another slice. 

 “Seems a shame Johan couldn’t make it,” Harold said as he took a deep breath of the fruit’s 

smell. 

 

 Everyone returned to their rooms not long after the tomato was gone.  Patch stayed behind to 

clean up the dining area, though he was already feeling unusually exhausted.  He left the dishes in the 

sanitizer but didn’t bother to switch it on.  He stumbled across the common area – had the ship 

suddenly tilted?  He reached the corner of the infirmary and braced against it.  He just felt so... tired. 

 It took everything Patch had to get to the chop shop door and stumble in.  On his left, next to the 

door, was a comm panel.  Which button connected to the bridge?  The labels were so blurry.  He... he 

thought he remembered that it was the second from the right.  The doctor managed to hit it before his 

knees buckled.  He caught himself on the edge of the counter. 

 “Captain...” he gasped into the mic.  “Secure... top... dahjjjaarr,” he slurred before 

unconsciousness won out. 

 

 Lori sighed with contentment as she watched the stars pass overhead from her seat on the 

bridge.  Despite herself, she always thrilled to be sailing in the Black; out here, all things seemed 

possible.  To her relief they had made it off Persephone without incident and so far the passengers had 

been quiet, leaving her, Kris, Jin, and Scrap time to plan their invasion.  Well, Scrap was busy with 

designing their self-built shroud. 

 In front of her, Jin was sitting at the forward pilot seat, ensuring a smooth course.  To her left, 

Kris worked at her bank of controls, trawling the Cortex in her own virtual boat.  It had become a habit 

of theirs to check for whiffs of pursuit forty-eight hours after leaving a planet or job. 

 “We might get more luck bringin’ an Alliance armada with us,” said Kris.  When something 

wasn’t demanding her attention, she’d been studying everything she could on Miranda and the Reavers.  

The lack of information didn’t console her, and what information she could find only made her more 

nervous. 

 “Do we send them engraved invitations or just piss them off first?” asked Jin.  He seemed to 

have grown even more blasé about it. 

 “We’ll ask via singin’ companion,” said Lori.  “Nobody turns down those.” 

 The other two couldn’t help but laugh. 

 Scrap stepped onto the bridge, the sheet of smart-paper in his hands as he scribbled on it. 

 “Can you build it?” Lori asked once Scrap started aimlessly wandering the bridge as he worked 

on the paper. 

 “You let me look at it didn’t you?” he answered without looking up.  “The design’s so elegantly 

simple I should’ve built it without botherin’ that Badger nutter.” 

 “How does it work?” asked Kris. 
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 “How does sensors work?” Scrap replied.  “Radar, signals, heat.  We can shut off the pulse 

beacon and NAVSAT.  Part of this is a radar disruptor.  They try buzzin’ us, nobody sees nothin’.” 

 “And the heat issue?”  asked Jin.  “All boats are designed to radiate heat into space to keep 

those onboard from cooking.” 

 “That’s the bulk of the design,” said Scrap.  “It’s like a giant heat sink for the ship.” 

 “Thermal dynamics doesn’t work that way,” said Jin.  “We’ll generate more heat doing that.” 

 “Right.  So we can’t do it indefinitely.  We just need long enough to reach Miranda.” 

 Lori and Kris looked at Jin. 

 Their pilot shrugged.  “Could work. Smaller the boat, the better the chance.  When do we test 

it?” 

 “When it’s built,” Scrap said in that tone universal to teenagers. 

 “How long until then?” asked Lori. 

 Scrap finally stopped his pacing and stared off as his mind worked.  “Gotta redesign some of the 

girl’s guts.  Stop at Beylix... puttin’ together what we need... six weeks at the longest.” 

 “What if they’re lookin’ out a window?” asked Kris. 

 The bridge fell silent. 

 Scrap finally spoke.  “Uh captain, we might invest in some black paint.” 

 “I’ve been wantin’ to give her a makeover,” said Lori. 

 “Captain... Secure... top... dahjjjaarr,” said a voice over the bridge’s comm system. 

 “Was that Patch?” asked Kris. 

 “He sounded drunker than usual,” said Jin. 

 “Scrap, grab your tools,” said Lori as she quickly stood up.  When Scrap started to leave the 

bridge she said, “No, just the belt in here.” 

 Scrap opened one of the bridge’s lockers and retrieved a tool belt. 

 “Captain?” asked Kris. 

 “Mikey’s in trouble,” Lori said as she lifted the floor hatch a meter in front of her chair on the 

starboard side of the bridge.  “While we’re low deck, secure the top deck.  You and Jin shoot anyone 

comin’ up another way or isn’t me.” 

 “Even a passenger?” asked Jin. 

 “Who’s left?” Lori asked before she climbed down to the shuttle that was docked underneath 

the bridge.  She had transformed it as her own living quarters.  The cockpit was separated from the rest 

by a little kitchenette nook.  A fold out bed was in the port wall while a variety of guns and blades hung 

on the starboard one above a knee-high footlocker.  In the middle of the weapon milieu was a long-

chamber, break-top revolver.  Chinese lettering was etched above the trigger-guard and a pentagram 

hung from a small chain that dangled from the grip.  Two mechanical additions were clipped on top and 

under the barrel and joined by a heavy black wire.  Lori took the gun and removed both accessories.  

Opening the footlocker, she tucked them into it and pulled out a holster belt loaded with four-ten ammo 

alternating in red shells for buckshot and white shells for salt.  She selected three buckshots and two 

salts, loaded her weapon and slung the belt over her left shoulder.  “Ready?” 

 Scrap gripped the large iron wrench that dangled down to his ankle, which he used for both 

repairs and fighting, and nodded.  Lori pressed the latch release on the aft airlock and pushed the door 

open, stepping out into the lower deck’s fore hall. 

 “Ready?” she asked, her gun pointed down the apparently empty hall. 

 Her engineer swallowed.  “Not really.” 

 Lori climbed out onto her ship and took two steps forward.  She waited until she could hear 

Scrap climb out as well, then approached the closest door on her left.  She tried to open it, but it 

wouldn’t budge.  Knocking twice on it, she pointed at it and moved forward.  Behind her, Scrap ran up 

and removed a panel to the right of the door with practiced precision.  The doors were set to slide open 
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but a set of hinges could be released in an emergency allowing the doors to swing inward.  Scrap 

grabbed the locking bar and pulled down. 

 Lori stepped back, then turned and barged into the doctor’s room.  It was much like how he kept 

the infirmary: partially neat and partially messy.  On her left, his bed was unmade and had several 

books piled on it.  On her right, bottles of various alcohol were arranged neatly by height on the shelf 

under the observation window that Patch could use to look in on the infirmary.  Lori stepped closer and 

looked through it.  Her heart froze as she saw a boot and brown coat-clad arm laying on the floor. 

 “Chop Shop!” Lori practically screamed as she raced out of the room. 

 “Already open,” said Scrap, sliding the sandwich doors apart. 

 “Gorramit,” said Lori, shoving her gun into its holster on the second try as she scrambled inside. 

 There, on the floor, was Patch.  The mic for the comm system clutched in his hand, stretching 

its cord. 

 Lori let out a string of Chinese, many directed at herself, as she knelt beside him to check for 

signs of life with trembling hands.  “My gods, he’s barely got a pulse.” 

 “What’d we do?” asked Scrap, his voice cracking just a little. 

 Lori dropped her weapon belt and went to the refrigeration unit standing in the corner to her 

right.  It wasn’t very big, but suddenly it seemed like every drug in the ‘Verse was in there.  Lori picked 

up one bottle after another, forcing herself to focus on the labels.  At last she found one labeled 

“flumazenil.”  She grabbed the hypo-gun from the top of the fridge unit, where Patch usually kept it, 

and loaded the drug.  The device hissed as it loaded the dosage of flumazenil Lori had set and then 

vented any air bubbles.  Lori knelt down, her rosary brushing Patch’s cheek as she turned his head 

aside.  “Please work,” she said before putting the gun against his neck, squeezing the injection trigger, 

and sending the medicine into his bloodstream. 

 “Did it work?” asked Scrap. 

 Lori, bit her lower lip in worry as she held his face in her hands.  “Hey, I didn’t say you could 

die,” she told Patch, gently slapping his cheek. 

 A full minute passed before Patch gasped, his eyes opening as he clutched his chest.  “Wuo Duh 

Tian Ah, what did you give me?” 

 “Flumazenil,” Lori answered, handing the hypo-gun to him. 

 “Good pick,” Patch said, shutting his eyes as he lay on the ground. 

 “You ok?” asked Scrap. 

 “Ya’ll overdosed me,” said Patch.  “Gotta let… heart rate slow.” 

 “Glad you’re alive, Mikey,” Lori said a moment before her smile faded.  “Were you drunk?” 

 “A little buzzed,” Patch said as he hauled himself to his feet and over to the sink.  He ran some 

cold water and splashed it on his face.  “But no, we were drugged.” 

 “We?”  Lori grabbed the comm mic and hit the button for the bridge.  “Jin.  Kris.  Secure the 

upper deck, we have passengers amiss.  Scrap!  Go check on them.” 

 “No!” said Patch.  “No we haves to stick together.  We can’t let anyone go above, not even us in 

here.” 

 Lori looked at Scrap who was growing visibly nervous.  “So you were right.  Somethin’ came 

on board.” 

 “What?  What’s on board?” asked Scrap. 

 “I ain’t confirmed it yet,” said Patch, “but I think we saw it at Badger’s.” 

 “But none of these folks we saw at Badger’s,” said Scrap. 

 Patch nodded.  “This thing changes faces.” 

 Lori grimaced as she picked up the mic and hit the talk button.  “Jin, Kris.  Scrap’s coming up 

bridge side.  Once he’s up there, resume lock down of the top deck.  Let no one, not even me or Mikey, 

pass unless we give the password…”  She considered it a second.  “needle and bread.” 
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 “What’s on board?” asked Jin. 

 “If we find out, and survive to tell you,” Lori said, hanging up the mic.  With a tilt of her head, 

she dismissed Scrap who returned to her shuttle.  Once they were alone she asked, “Mikey, what’s 

going on?” 

 “We were dosed, lookin’ like over dinner,” Patch answered as he went to the fridge and got 

another bottle of Flumazenil.  “I’m thinkin’ the ‘maters were drugged.  With Flunitrazepam judgin’ by 

symptoms,” he said, the two of them exiting. 

 “Smells like you had a bit of tonic too,” said Lori. 

 “Yep.  That didn’t help.” 

 She stopped him at the door.  “You sure?  This ain’t human machinations?” 

 “No.  But it don’t make no sense why an ordinary fella or lady would do this.” 

 Lori sighed and led the way out.  Patch wasn’t satisfied with his answer either but they had so 

little to go on.  He hoped clearer answers would come once his head was clear from the drugs but for 

now he had to run on instinct. 

 It had been comforting to wake up to a familiar face.  Heck with so much of their funds going 

towards fuel and bullets, they had little in the way of clothes beyond what they normally wore and a 

few costumes should they need to assume roles.  From the sight of Lori’s braid hanging over her 

shoulder and the charm strand of black, grey and white glass beads woven onto a black hemp jewelry 

cord that stood out amongst her black locks.  Down to the black leather coat that stopped short of her 

waist with several zipper pockets, belts and straps on it which Lori had festooned with trinkets of any 

kind that she thought might help in their work.  Beneath it she wore a simple shirt of pale lavender, her 

favorite color.  Down to the dark green pants that were patterned in the “camo” style favored by regular 

hunters out in the woods on the various Rim worlds.  Down to her black leather boots, Lori was 

welcome and familiar sight to him. 

 He kept an eye on her back, using it to orient himself until his sense of balance returned, as she 

led the way into the hall.  They passed through the main bay without incident and Patch started to feel 

more and more like himself.  Beyond the bay, in the dining area, they found Leslie slumped over the 

table.  Patch lifted the chair she was sitting in a millimeter, then muttered to himself as he estimated of 

the woman’s body weight and adjusted the hypo-gun’s dosage.  Tilting her head aside, he applied it to 

her neck. 

 “We should make sure she’s ok,” said Lori. 

 “But the others,” said Patch.  “We’ve been too slow and they might be dyin’.” 

 Lori weighed the options.  It was a tough call, but they trusted their doctor to make tough calls.  

She nodded for him to proceed. 

 To their right, past the dining room, and the storage locker/pantry opposite of it, the hall ended 

and split to the left and right.  At both ends, two more aisles turned to the aft of the ship.  Back here, 

both passenger sections had three rooms to them – two along the ship’s outer hull and a larger suite for 

families in the middle.  The two of them ran to the quarters and turned left, where they found Rocky on 

the floor near his assigned room.  Patch lifted his leg for a weight check and adjusted the hypo-gun. 

 “That’s the two in these rooms.  Suite’s up,” said Patch. 

 Lori tried the door, but it was locked. 

 “I’ll take it, you stand ready,” he said, kneeling by the door’s access panel.  By the time the 

panel was open and the hinges unlocked, Rocky was starting to moan. 

 “You recovered fast,” Patch said as he checked the other man’s pulse. 

 “What happened?” asked Rocky 

 “Mikey!  Treatment!  Two women in bed and unconscious!” said Lori. 

 Patch stopped his efforts and ran into the suite.  It was a bit of a mess, and the bed’s sheets were 

tangled, but he managed to administer the drug into both girls. 
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 “What’s going on?” Rocky asked again, moving closer to the room. 

 Lori stepped into the hall and put her hand up to stop him.  “Sorry, sir.  We had a bit of an 

atmosphere mishap.  Please bear with us as we fix it and treat everyone.” 

 “Port quarters?” Patch asked as he exited. 

 “Yes,” said Lori.  Then to Rocky she said, “Sir, return to your room.  We’ll tell you when it’s 

sorted out.” 

 On the other side of the ship, they found the port suite unlocked.  Inside Jenna was passed out in 

bed while her husband was disheveled on the floor.  Lori checked on the latter while Patch treated the 

former than joined Lori. 

 “He seem a little old for her?” asked the captain. 

 Patch shrugged while he monitored the fellow’s heart rate.  “I don’t bother carin’ what others 

are up to.” 

 “He going to make it?” 

 They heard a moan from the bed as Jenna stirred.  “You wants to tell her he should?” 

 Lori nodded and, as soon as Jenna could focus, told her to wait in her room until they sorted 

everything out.  Meanwhile, Patch went to the hall, where Lori found him leaning against the door of 

the last occupied room. 

 “Who was in here?” asked Lori. 

 “Johan,” said Patch. 

 “He ok?” 

 Patch leaned in and whispered, “I’m thinkin’ it was him that drugged us.” 

 “He spiked the tomatoes?” 

 Patch nodded.  “He’s the only one that wasn’t at dinner. ” 

 “And he brought the tomatoes with him,” said Lori, remembering that day.  As Patch knelt 

down and pried off the door’s access panel, Lori opened the top of her gun and checked the ammo.  

“Which bullets?” 

 “I dunno.  Start with regs and keep firin’ till he stops,” said Patch.  “Hang on.” 

 “What is it?” Lori asked as she rotated a buckshot shell into position then closed the gun and 

cocked the hammer back.   

 “Door ain’t locked.” 

 Lori spread her feet into a more stable stance and raised the weapon.  Exhaling, she reached 

forward, and pulled on the door. 

 It slid open without protest. 

 She went in. 

 “Captain?” Patch asked as he followed her. 

 The room was pitch black, lit only by the shaft of light streaming in from the ship’s hallway.  

Illuminated in that light was an open beige footlocker, displaying a few clothes and personal effects.  

To her right, in the corner of the room, she saw a hand dangling on the light’s edge. 

 “Lori what’s... wrong?” Patch asked, entering behind her. 

 She turned around and switched on the room’s lights.  Everything in the room was neat and 

meticulously organized.  On the bed affixed to the wall, the covers were a tangled mess, stained with 

dried blood from the open wound on Johan’s throat. 

 “Looks like he was innocent,” said the captain. 

 

 “Murdered?  Really?” asked Jin. 

 Lori nodded as she hung her ammo belt on the back of her chair and sat down with a sigh. 

 “That won’t be good for business,” he said. 

 “Let’s focus on current business and keepin’ our still alive passengers that way,” she replied.  
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“Let’s also keep them happy.  Scrap, ideas on keepin’ that body’s smell from botherin’ the others?” 

 “I’ve been a-tinkerin’ with the air system what with our imminent shroud.  Could take a page 

from the Alliance boat and let the Black into the room.” 

 “Do it.  Kris you’re helpin’.  Don’t nobody wonder off by yourself until further notice.” 

 “Then where’s Patch?” asked Jin. 

 Everyone looked at the bridge’s doorway right as the doctor walked through carrying an old, 

burgundy book. 

 “What ya’ll lookin’ at?” he asked. 

 “Depends.  What are you?” asked Jin with not enough sarcasm in his tone. 

 “Human,” Patch replied completely deadpan.  “But someone on this boat ain’t.” 

 “Shouldn’t a hunt on board be easy?” asked Scrap. 

 Patch turned the book around so they could see the pages he was reading.  “Not if it’s a ruttin’ 

shapeshifter.” 

 Lori rubbed her forehead.  “So it could look like anyone.” 

 “If it’s the most common variant we got,” said Patch.  “These sheds their skin when they 

changes their looks.” 

 “Why do you think it’s a shapeshifter?” she asked. 

 “While we were visitin’ Badger, he had security cameras in the shroud room.  Once I glanced at 

the screens and someone on them with silver eyes” 

 “I was watching the room, everybody looked reg,” said Lori. 

 “Right,” Patch said, pausing to collect his thoughts.  “I mean... fella’s eyes were silvery, in the 

video feed.” 

 “Ain’t that a sign of demonic possession?” asked Scrap. 

 “There ain’t no such things as demons,” Patch said with annoyance. 

 “Revealin’ themselves through the eyes?  I’ve heard that,” Kris interjected. 

 “Gorramit, it’s not a demon,” Patch said with more force. 

 “How can we be sure?” asked Scrap. 

 “All the lore in the ‘Verse, and the only references to ‘em are in Earth-That-Was fictionals,” said 

Patch.  “No hunters’ journals, no myth books, nothing.” 

 “What about the Bible?” asked Kris 

 “No clues on findin’ or killin’ them.  As useful as ever,” said Patch. 

 “We’re huntin’ a shapeshifter, but you’re gonna call demons unrealistic,” said Kris. 

 “Until I see it, I don’t bother with it.” 

 “Guys…” tried Lori. 

 “Ignorance accomplishes nothing.” 

 “Blind faith does worse.” 

 “Joo Koh!” shouted Lori.   

 The bridge was quiet a moment. 

 “What… if it was a demon?” asked Jin. 

 Patch looked ready to hurl the book he was holding.  “Were you listenin’?” 

 “Don’t be tetchy.  I mean if it really was a demon...” Jin paused a moment for emphasis.  “We 

got any blasted idea what to do about it?  How to kill it, contain it, or slow it down?” 

 This time the silence on the bridge was even longer. 

 “Exactly,” Jin said.  “We should focus on what we can kill.”  He paused.  “Can we kill shifters?” 

 “I’ve been readin’ the past coupla days since that room.  We need silver to keep it down.” 

 “Simple enough,” said Lori.  “Who’s got some silver handy?” 

 Everyone looked around the room. 

 “Really?  We have none on hand?” 
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 “Silver ain’t cheap,” said Kris. 

 “Or we’d have to rip core parts out of the ship,” said Scrap. 

 “Well that’s how to find it,” said Jin, “We just kill everyone and see who doesn’t die.” 

 “We’ll table that brilliance for later,” said Lori. 

 “What’s its motive?” asked Kris.  “If we know its aim, we could anticipate it.” 

 “The Ring of Gyges,” said Lori, half to herself. 

 “What?” asked everyone else. 

 “The Ring of Gyges.  It’s a magical artifact mentioned by Plato in book two of his Republic.  

The ring makes the wearer invisible.  In the book, Glaucon, the brother of Plato, posits that once a man 

is free of the consequences society imposes upon us, such would become a hedonistic malefactor,” Lori 

explained. 

 “And what are shapeshifters but invisible?” asked Kris.  “They do whatever they want – the 

person’s face they’re wearin’ take the blame.” 

 “Unrestrained, what wouldn’t they do?” Lori also asked rhetorically. 

 “So it’s doin’ all this just because it can,” said Patch. 

 “So why hasn’t it killed us all already?” Scrap asked with just a hint of nervousness creeping 

into his voice. 

 “It... enjoys killin’ and wants to make it last?” Patch suggested. 

 “It wants my ship,” Lori said. 

 “Smart move.  Keep the crew alive until you know the boat, then you can finish them and sail 

on,” said Jin. 

 “A shapeshifter with a spaceship; able to wreak havoc on the ‘Verse as it pleases...” Kris’s voice 

trailed off as the implication sunk in to everyone’s mind. 

 “That’s a... horrible though,” said Lori.  “Scrap, can you blow up Echo Trail?” 

 The engineer just stared at her with horrified eyes.  “You are the shifter!” 

 “As a last resort,” she explained.  “If somethin’ happens to us, we crack containment on the 

engines, let her vaporize the Huai Dan.   

 “Uh... Mister shapeshifter?” said Scrap.  “I’d just like to say that I’m totally ok with being your 

crew, there’s no reason to be killing me or blowin’ up this fine vessel.” 

 “Bi Zui! Scrap so help me...” 

 “If it’s you, you could just stop killing!  We wouldn’t know any differs,” Scrap replied. 

 “It’s probably not the captain,” said Jin. 

 “How do we know?” asked Scrap. 

 “Patch was gone just now,” Kris said.  “Maybe it’s him.” 

 “Or me!” said Scrap, his voice thick with panic.  “I spend a lot of time alone in that engine 

room.” 

 “We should ask each other something only we’d know,” said Jin. 

 “That.  Um...”  Patch coughed.  “That wouldn’t work.” 

 Everyone looked at him. 

 “Why not?” asked Lori. 

 “They don’t list no details, but somehow – dunno how – but somehow these shifters can ‘sync’ 

with their target, readin’ their mind,” answered Patch. 

 “So it could already be one of us,” Lori half stated and half asked, “and we wouldn’t have any 

way to be sure.” 

 Everyone looked at each other in suspicion. 

 “You said its eyes were silver on the monitors.  Do we have a camera for checkin’ eyes?” asked 

Lori. 

 Again there was silence. 
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 “Really?  How do we have no gorram gear?” 

 “Someone spent our funds on bribing a salesman too full of himself,” Patch answered with a 

touch of sarcasm. 

 Lori glared at him.  “You’re gettin’ stuffed in an airlock regardless.” 

 “No way a shifter’s that suicidal,” said Jin. 

 “Wait!  That’s it.  Jin, roll up your sleeve,” ordered Lori. 

 Their pilot did so, revealing the wires coming out of his forearm, including the one that was cut 

and dangling loose. 

 “Think a shifter makes metal?” she asked. 

 Patch scanned the book then shook his head.  “It don’t say, but I doubt it.” 

 “That’s one person down.  Jin, you’re also in charge now,” said Lori. 

 “Nee Tzao Se Mah?” asked Kris. 

 “Thank you, captain.  My first order is—” 

 “You’re in charge of the boat and blowin’ it up upon our failure.  Not huntin’ this trespasser,” 

Lori said, cutting him off.  “You, Scrap, head to the engine and set the rig.” 

 The two of them left the bridge, heading towards the aft engine room. 

 “Can we lock this thing up?” asked Kris. 

 “Probably,” Patch answered.  “They’re stronger and tougher than average but ain’t nothing 

more magical.” 

 “Shiny.  That’s our best hope then.  We’ll find this thing, and lock it in a room – or in space if 

necessary,” said Lori. 

 “I should come with,” said Kris. 

 “No, Kris.  You’ve got the most important job of all,” said Lori.  “The job that keeps us all from 

explodin’.” 

 “What’s that, captain?” 

 “You’ve got our passengers’ names?  You’ve seen their faces, right?” 

 Kris nodded. 

 “Get on the Cortex, and find everything you can about these people.  Especially pictures.” 

 “You’re hopin’ we get plumb lucky with a pic of one of them with glowin’ eyes?” asked Patch. 

 “We can hope,” said Lori, “but what I’m counting on is that someone here has been in two 

places at once, then or now.  Maybe they got no picture.  Kris, just find me clues.” 

 Lori and Patch started to head down to her shuttle when she stopped and said, “And Kris, once 

you’re done, Jin made a good point earlier.  Dig through the Cortex for info on demons.  I don’t wanna 

be caught unprepared if they turn out to exist.” 

 

 After stopping in Lori’s shuttle so she could change her bullets out for regular slugs, she and 

Patch went to his room where he dug out a small, semi-automatic handgun from the foot locker stashed 

under his bunk which he kept his clothes in.  He could feel Lori’s eyes boring into him as he loaded the 

weapon.  Finished, Patch stood up and turned around, facing his captain. 

 “Well,” she said after a few seconds of silence. 

 “If we were smart, we would point our guns at each other,” Patch said, his usual accent 

disappearing. 

 Lori looked at the revolver in her hand.  “Then you’ve picked the right face because I’ll be 

damned if I point steel at a member of my crew.” 

 “And I’ll be damned if another person ever comes to harm for my bad judgment.” 

 There was another pause between them. 

 “So we’re both convinced the other’s legitimate,” said Patch. 

 “I’m figurin’ if you were a shapeshifter, it was mighty convenient of you to tell us all about 
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yourself,” said Lori. 

 “Unless I lied to keep from being hurt,” Patch replied.  “Though if you were the shapeshifter, 

you just dragged away the crewman with the most knowledge about you.” 

 “So we’re both mighty clever Huen Dahn.” 

 “We’ve got to get some silver.” 

 “Hang on, let me see your arms,” said Lori. 

 “Captain I’m not sure how that’s—” 

 “Nate, you show me your arms right gorram now.” 

 Patch sighed.  He shrugged off his leather brown coat.  When he turned around into the light, 

Lori could see the scars that crisscrossed both of his forearms. 

 “Probably not you,” she said. 

 He considered the implication.  “Right.  Shifters would have trouble recreating a person’s 

injuries since they heal from anything not silver caused.”  Patch moved closer to Lori saying, “Seems 

you should lift your shirt.” 

 She rolled her eyes but moved her jacket aside and pulled up her shirt just enough to reveal the 

vertical scar to the right of her navel. 

 Patch knelt down and checked it.  “Well if you are a shifter, I commend you for the effort.  It 

looks just like my work.” 

 Lori playfully pushed him away and straightened her clothes.  “So it’s not either of us.  Kris?  

Scrap?” 

 “If it was Scrap, it’s had nearly three days now to take over the ship,” said Patch as he started 

pacing his room, which would allow only a step and a half before he had to turn. 

 “And with the kid’s knowledge, it could have done so easily,” Lori said.  “We’ll have to keep an 

eye on whether Kris’ research efforts turn up anything.” 

 “You thinking if not it’s because she deliberately failed?” 

 “Probably.”  Lori sighed.  “So we just have to figure out which one of our still living passengers 

is a killer.” 

 “Which would be easy if we only had some...” Patch’s voice trailed off. 

 “We could make a detour to someplace that sells it and hope this shifter behaves until then,” 

said Lori. 

 “Lori!  Just because none of us have silver, doesn’t mean none is on board.” 

 She stared at Patch a moment until her eyes widened with realization.  “Our passengers!  One of 

them might have brought some silver along.” 

 The two of them grabbed their guns and headed towards the aft of the ship.  “Which might 

explain why Johan’s dead now.” 

 Lori stopped at the comm unit in the main bay.  “Scrap?” she said as she cycled through the 

room listings on the unit. 

 “Captain?”  

 “We need the port-fore room repressurized.” 

 “But captain, we just—” 

 “Now, kid.” 

 She hung up and rejoined Patch. 

 Rocky and Alice were sitting at the table, conversing but fell silent as Lori and Patch stormed 

past.  They reached Johan’s room and Patch quickly unlocked the door.  Inside, the air was thin and 

stale but present enough that they weren’t gasping. 

 The two of them began scouring the room, searching through the remains of Johan’s life.  Lori 

checked his luggage while Patch went over the body. 

 “Anythin’?” asked Lori. 
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 Patch shook his head. 

 “This guy didn’t even have money.  Who travels poor?” 

 Patch shrugged. 

 Then the same idea hit both of them. 

 “Or he did have some,” said Patch. 

 “And the killer took it.” 

 “Along with any silver that was a threat.” 

 “Since there’s been no breach alarms,” said Lori, “that has to still be on board.” 

 Patch pointed at a boot-shaped splotch of blood on the floor they had missed the first time.  

“Along with bloody clothes.” 

 “It can change its face but it can’t change evidence,” Lori said, smiling.  She ran out of the room 

and to the pantry where a comm station was mounted on the wall next to the door.  She grabbed the mic 

and set the unit to the engine room.  “Scrap.  We’ve got this Go Neong Yung.  Reseal the port-fore room 

then you and Jin get to the bridge and get ready.  I want the ship locked up.  Don’t even let the waste 

out.” 

 Patch was waiting on the other side of the partially transparent door when Lori exited the 

pantry.  Across the ship, in the dining nook, Rocky and Alice stared at them. 

 “What’s going on?” asked Alice. 

 “We’re followin’ up on the earlier air-mishap,” said Patch. 

 “We’re checkin’ every room to suss out the problem,” said Lori.  “Everythin’s shiny just don’t 

want any of you getting corpsified on my boat.” 

 “Should we change rooms?” asked Rocky. 

 Lori laughed, a little nervously.  “Not at all.  Just... wait out here, I’ll tell you when we’re done.” 

 They headed back towards the quarters.  Patch started to turn left when Lori grabbed his arm.  

She tilted her head right. 

 “We checked Johan,” he said in a whisper. 

 “Not him, the suite,” Lori whispered back. 

 “You thinkin’ we’ve got two shifters?” 

 “Probably not, but I want to check on their silver.” 

 Patch nodded and followed her right.  When they reached the suite, Patch moved to the access 

panel while Lori knocked on the door. 

 After a moment of silence she asked, “Mr. or Mrs. Pearce?  We need to inspect your room.” 

 Patch started removing part of the wall. 

 “Harold?” Lori asked, knocking again.  “Jenna?” 

 She gave them three more seconds then nodded to Patch. 

 He released the locking bar and Lori entered.  Patch followed a second later, switching the light 

on.   

 “Guai,” he said. 

 There, lying on the bed, was Harold.  His throat was slit and blood was congealing in the pool 

in the bed’s middle.  On their right, laying on the floor, was his wife Jenna, blood pouring out of a cut 

on her neck, too. 

 Patch checked both bodies.  He looked up at Lori and shook his head. 

 “Silver, find if they had any,” she said, stepping into the room and starting her search. 

 After half a minute of searching she said, “No money, no silver on this side of the room.” 

 “None here or on them, but I found this,” Patch said, holding up a bit of goo. 

 “What is that?” Lori asked as she leaned in to look at the semi-transparent rubbery substance. 

 “I’m thinkin’ this is the skin it sheds when changin’,” said Patch. 

 “It’s somebody else now?” 
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 Patch nodded. 

 “It’s like Russian Roulette where they keep changin’ the gun on you,” Lori said as they headed 

to the starboard quarters, Patch locking the suite as they left. 

 Leslie was exiting the starboard-fore single room as both Lori and Patch reached the corridor. 

 “Please, leave your door open, we need to check the air system,” Lori said as she pushed her 

way past the passenger. 

 “We’re doin’ a followup on the atmo-mishap,” Patch said as he pulled out a penlight and shined 

it in Leslie’s eyes.  “You feelin’ shiny?  Any remainin’ symptoms?” 

 Leslie blinked.  “Head’s hurting some.  Throat’s scratchy.” 

 “Minor dehydration,” Patch said, putting away his penlight.  “Go get some water – we won’t be 

long.” 

 Once she left, he entered her room.  It was mostly neat, though there was a pile of clothes 

around her bags and Lori was in the middle of going through the room’s footlocker. 

 “Anythin’?” he asked. 

 “Nothin’.  Even her money is some credits, gold and two bits of platinum.”  Lori sighed and 

looked at the room.  Is it me, or is this a little… too clean?” 

 “If she’s it, she’s good at hidin’.” 

 “But where?  I’ve got to install surveillance on this boat,” Lori said with a sigh. 

 “It’d make thievin’ a mite harder,” Patch pointed out as they exited and went to the star-aft 

room. 

 Patch had just unlocked it when Rocky appeared at the end of the hall. 

 “What are you doing?” he asked. 

 “What we said earlier: inspectin’ the rooms to sort out the air problem from yesterday,” said 

Lori.  “Don’t worry, we won’t take anythin’.” 

 She pushed the door open and went in.   

 “You got any silver coins?” asked Patch. 

 “What?” asked Rocky. 

 “We may have to borrow some coin.  Don’t worry, we’ll pay back,” Patch said before he also 

went in. 

 The room itself was a mess.  Rocky’s clothes and personal effects were spread over the room as 

if his luggage had exploded.  Despite the mess, they had searched most of it by the time Rocky 

appeared at the door, protesting. 

 “No worries, sir,” Lori said as she picked up a jingling bag of coin. 

 “But that’s mine!” said Rocky. 

 “Just got to borrow this,” Lori said, pulling out a shiny silver coin and tossing it to her doctor. 

 Patch caught it and rubbed it between his fingers. 

 They nodded at each other. 

 “Let me see your palm, sir,” Patch said, approaching Rocky. 

 “Why?  What are you doing?” he asked as the doctor grabbed his hand and started rubbing the 

coin against Rocky’s palm. 

 “The problem would cause a fella’s skin to secrete a chemical that will discolor silver,” Patch 

answered as he finished and checked the coin. 

 “We’re borrowin’ a second just in case,” Lori said, holding up another coin as she exited the 

room. 

 “We’ll give ‘em back before you can spit,” Patch said with a wink.  Then he stopped.  “What 

happened to your cheek?” 

 Rocky reached up with his left hand.  “I uh... stumbled into something when we passed out.  Is 

it starting to show?” 
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 Patch looked at the purple bruise and the bit of blood oozing from a shallow cut along it.  

“Don’t remember you sliced up.” 

 “It was a crazy day.  You must have missed it.” 

 “And I was drugged too.  My apologies for missin’ it.  See me later and I’ll fix you up,” Patch 

said before he exited.  When he caught back up to Lori, Patch whispered, “So he and we are clean.” 

 Lori nodded then knocked on the starboard suite.   

 Elsa opened the door dressed in only a towel, her hair wet from a shower.  “Oh!”  Her skin 

turned beet red.  “I thought you were Alice.” 

 “Sorry, ma’am, just confirmin’ that there’s no further hazards with our air system,” said Lori. 

 “Please, allow me,” Patch said, taking her hand and rubbing the silver coin against it. 

 Elsa looked shocked, at a loss for words. 

 “You may feel fine, but there could still be problems,” Lori said, speaking quickly to calm the 

woman down.  “If your skin makes the coin change...”  Lori trailed off as she tried to think of a 

believable lie, and got stuck. 

 “Even after a shower?” 

 “Yeah, but you’re fine,” Patch said as he stopped. 

 “Sorry for the intrusion.  Last time, I promise,” Lori said as she and Patch backed away. 

 Elsa shut the door in a huff. 

 “Only Leslie and Alice left,” Lori said as they returned to the dining nook. 

 Both ladies were sitting at the table, Alice talking rapidly while Leslie politely smiled along.  As 

the captain and doctor approached, Alice stopped talking and they both looked up. 

 “Sorry for interruptin’, but while your rooms all checked out, there’s one last medical test we 

should do,” said Lori. 

 Patch stepped up and requested their hands.  Alice was closer so he started with her, explaining 

the principle of the color changing coin as he rubbed her skin... and nothing happened.  Which left only 

Leslie. 

 Lori stepped to the side and moved her hand closer to her gun.  She couldn’t tell if time was 

slowing down or Patch was as he took her hand and slowly moved the coin to it.  The metal touched 

her skin.  Nothing happened. 

 Both of them let out an audible breath. 

 “Everything ok?” asked Leslie. 

 “Yes,” said Lori.  “May the rest of your time on our ship be pleasant.” 

 They both headed to the main bay, stopping at the comm unit. 

 Both of them held up a silver coin and stared at the other’s hand. 

 “Not us,” said Lori. 

 “The crew,” said Patch. 

 Lori looked like she was going to throw up as she hit the button to contact the bridge. 

 “Kris here.” 

 “We’ve narrowed down where the Bei Bi Shiou Ren is,” said Lori.  “Get Jin and Scrap to the 

bridge, I’m comin’ up via my shuttle.” 

 “What about—” 

 “Patch remains down here to help with containment,” Lori said as she killed the connection. 

 “Protect the passengers?” he asked. 

 “I’ll see the aft hatch is unlocked before I test them.  Five minutes.” 

 “Then I climb up and secure the engine room.” 

 Lori nodded. 

 “Joo How Rin,” said Patch. 

 They hugged briefly then Lori headed to her shuttle while Patch walked back to the passenger 
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section, flipping the coin as he went. 

 At the dining table, Elsa had joined Alice and Leslie.  Patch stood there a moment, listening to 

their conversation as he counted the minutes. 

 “How’s everything, doc?” asked Alice 

 “Shiny,” said Patch.  “None of ya’ll have complications.” 

 “Where’s Johan?” asked Leslie. 

 “And Henry and his wife?” asked Elsa. 

 “They... did have a reaction to the mishap.  But they’re recoverin’, will be right as rain by the 

time we reach Djinn’s Bane.” 

 Alice chuckled.  “You’re a poet.” 

 “Ain’t I just,” muttered Patch. 

 The three of them went on talking without him hearing much of what they were saying.  Three 

people were dead, and now one of his crewmates was too.  Patch desperately wanted a drink, but he 

never touched the stuff until the hunt was finished.  Unless Badger knew he had a shapeshifter on staff 

– and Patch doubted that was the case – the thing must have decided to come aboard listening in while 

they were viewing the shroud.  Lori had talked a good game so maybe it was convinced they had the 

scratch and boat to make a perfect hijacking and its life a luxury. 

 Again and again Patch played the day over in his mind.  Did it sneak on board in the hours 

meantime?  Was it one of the people Badger had brought along?  No their bodies were all accounted 

for, either dead or silver-checked.   Had it been Badger that day?  His driver ?  But they watched both 

leave.  Was there a repeated face in the chaotic crowd as they took off?  No, he’d never taken his eyes 

off the seven of them.  It must have stowed away but where... 

 “Excuse me, ladies,” Patch said before he headed towards the port-aft room.  They had been 

assuming it was empty this entire time.  He put the coin in his left hand, withdrew his gun with his right 

and checked the door.  It was unlocked and slid open at his touch. 

 Inside he found Rocky standing there, cleaning a thirty and a half centimeter knife. 

 “Wou Duh Tian Ah,” said Patch 

 He started to raise his gun but Rocky was fast, grabbing the doctor’s arm.  He pulled Patch 

forward, towards the knife Rocky held out waiting, but Patch caught that arm with his left, the coin 

hitting the floor.  The two of them stumbled into the room as they struggled with each other.  They 

finally twisted out of each other’s grip and stumbled backwards. 

 Patch raised his gun. 

 “Better shoot me now, doc,” Rocky said, spreading his arms.  He took a step forward.  “But 

given that you and the captain just robbed me, how’d that look to the other purple-bellies?” 

 Patch took a step back and pointed the gun at the floor briefly.  “There’s your coin back.”  He 

watched closely as Rocky bent over and picked it up.  There was no reaction from his skin as he put the 

coin in his pocket. 

 “Guess that makes us square,” Rocky said as he took another step forward.  “So you can shoot 

me now.” 

 Patch saw Rocky’s left cheek.  It was still bruised and cut.  He had to be human, there was no 

other way.  The gun started shaking in Patch’s hand.  “First... do no harm.” 

 Rocky took another step forward and snatched the gun out of Patch’s hand.  “Ain’t we 

committed.”  Rock tucked the gun into the back of his pants and raised the knife.  “Didn’t they teach 

you, doc?  ‘Don’t pull no gun if you ain’t willing to shoot.’” 

 Rocky lunged but Patch sidestepped the knife slash and grabbed the arm holding it.  They 

struggled against each other until Rocky snapped his head sideways, his skull smashing Patch in the 

mouth.  The doctor stumbled back disoriented.  A left hook caught his jaw and spun him around to slam 

face first into the bulkhead. 
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 A sharp pain hit just below his shoulder and Patch cried out as Rocky twisted the knife. 

 “Thanks for the gun, doc.  I’ll let you keep the knife as collateral,” said Rocky.  He laughed as 

he left the room, Patch sliding to the floor. 

 

*   *   * 

 

 Rocky McAlister had done a lot of jobs for Badger, and he hoped this would get to be his last.  

The boss was suspicious that one of his employees was tattling on him to the feds.  Then these weirdos 

showed up sniffing around the shroud.  Badger just knew they were the feds sent to get the rat and lock 

him up for having such an illegal pretty.  So he gave the task to Rocky.  The feds weren’t pushy about 

the passenger list so Badger decided to play them instead and offer up the tattle tale himself.  So he 

picked the most likely suspects and brought them to the docks.  When the crew didn’t fuss over the 

members list, that was Rocky’s signal: kill everyone on the boat, the traitor and the feds.  If he could 

bring the boat back, Badger would let Rocky run it as a part of his fleet.  If he couldn’t, the enforcer 

was to blow it out of the sky.  But Rocky wanted to be a captain, and he wasn’t ruining this chance at it. 

 He’d actually known Leslie Toan for a while – even liked her a little.  The girl was a hostess at 

the only establishment Badger had to his name.  He had told Leslie she was being sent to help open a 

second business on the Djinn’s Bane moon.  Rocky hoped he wouldn’t have to kill her; he often 

stopped by when able just to enjoy her company. 

 Alice was a field worker at one of Badger’s plantations outside the city proper.  But even though 

she talked constantly, they didn’t think it was her, but her girl, Elsa Thompson that was the snitch.  She 

was a part of the staff that took care of the housing quarters for the field workers.  She was always 

quiet, yet a little too nosy for her own good and she’d expressed hope at leaving Persephone. 

 Harold Pearce had been one of the bookkeepers employed by Badger.  Nobody thought much 

about him until they saw him out with his wife, Jenna.  It was known he’d been married for awhile but 

to that young hottie?  Everyone knew he must have dumped his first wife and picked up the trophy.  

But why would she have anything to do with him?  Money.  Yet the head bookkeeper confirmed that 

everything was in order.  So he had to be getting money on the side.  Like informant money. 

 Then there was Johan Hirigawa, a contact runner always making sure the boss had connections.  

Tall, pale, and lanky, the guy avoided the sun and preferred working at night.  Badger liked that the guy 

was quiet, able to keep secrets, but kept wondering if the albinism was an act to cover up his meet ups.  

The boss did notice (but pretended otherwise) that the guy had stolen some tomatoes and brought them 

along.  At one point, while they were all boarding, Johan had left the tomatoes unattended a moment 

and, with no one watching, Rocky dumped a whole bottle of snooze-juice into the box.  Once the other 

employees and the purple-bellies ate them, Rocky would have his chance to wipe them out while they 

slept. 

 Only they didn’t eat the gorram tomatoes.  Two days went by and Rocky started thinking about 

another plan, until the doctor finally brought them out, or one of them at least.  Still, it should have 

been enough to put any of them to sleep and under the table, Rocky dosed himself with the antidote 

before taking a bite.  Afterwards, he helped the doc clean up as everyone stumbled back to their rooms, 

too drowsy to notice Rocky was still alert.  Hell, the doctor had drunk so much tonic during the meal 

he’d probably be dead by morning regardless if Rocky did anything. 

 When the doctor was stumbling away, that’s when Rocky noticed it: the extra plate in the 

cleaning unit and the bit of seeds and juice on it.  Johan hadn’t been at supper because he sneaked a 

tomato out for himself.  Leslie hadn’t even made it back to her bunk but had slumped over the table. 

 Rocky ran back to his room and frantically dug his knife out of his luggage.  He tried the girls’ 

room but it was locked, so Rocky ran across to Johan’s.  Sure enough, he had been too tired to lock his 

door and Rocky found him fast asleep on his bed.  With a bit of effort, Rocky rolled the other man over 
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onto his back, then slid the knife across his throat.  He took a moment to savor the thrill as Johan’s life 

spilled out of him with no fight or protest or even awareness before checking the corpse’s belongings 

and swiping anything valuable, especially his cash. 

 Rocky then headed to Harold’s and Jenna’s room, but found it locked too.  He stepped out, 

debating whether he should take care of Leslie now or not when he heard something further up the 

ship.  The infirmary door was open!  He could hear voices coming from it!  Rocky dodged around the 

corner of the dining nook and quarters section and listened. 

 “We should make sure she’s ok.” 

 “But the others.  We’ve been too slow and they might be dyin’.” 

 Rocky took two steps and realized he couldn’t make it to his room.  So he stuffed the knife up 

his left sleeve and went down to the ground with as little noise as he could.  A second later, he heard 

two sets of feet behind him.  His leg was picked up and he heard the doctor muttering to himself.  

Shutting his eyes, Rocky relaxed and let the move his head around to apply a hypo-gun to his neck.   

 “That’s the two in these rooms.  Suite’s up,” he heard the doctor say.  Then he heard the captain 

try and fail to open the door.  Rocky moved his head and opened his eyes just a slit to watch the doctor 

pry open an access panel and fiddle with something inside that allowed the door to swing inward. 

 Rocky almost gasped with elation but managed to squelch it into a moan like he was just 

waking up.  He covered for himself until the doctor and captain ran into the room, then Rocky sneaked 

over for a closer look at their door bypass system.  He then acted a bit groggy and befuddled until they 

shooed him back to his room where Rocky collapsed onto the bed and tried to still his racing heart. 

 After a while, when no one came to make excuses about what happened, Rocky started 

wondering if they were onto him.  He got up and wandered out only to find the deck empty and quiet.  

Rocky figured everyone was sleeping off all the drug cocktails running through them and headed back 

to the port side quarters.  The Pearce’s door was locked, but now that he knew what he was looking for 

Rocky could see which panel was the access one. 

 The door opened and he entered silently.  Harold was laying on his back and his wife was 

wrapped around him.  With one swift move, Rocky covered Harold’s mouth and slit his throat, his body 

twitching once.  Jenna stirred awake just in time to pull back from Rocky’s lunge, causing them to 

collide and go tumbling over into the floor.  He landed on top of her but she was surprisingly strong.  

Her right hand struck his cheek, one of her nails drawing blood.  Rocky felt a surge of adrenalin 

through him and drove his knife as hard as he could straight into her throat.  She stopped fighting and 

flopped still.  “Too bad,” Rocky whispered at the body.  “You could’ve lived and spent some time 

screwing me instead.” 

 A check of their room found a small amount of cash and no valuables, of course the nerd was 

stocked mostly with Alliance credits.  He left the room and locked it back, only to notice his clothes 

were pretty blood-stained.  So Rocky went to the room at the end of the hall he knew was empty, 

unlocked it, and left his shoes, clothes and knife in there.  Thankfully no one was awake to see him run 

back to his room starkers. 

 He barely finished getting dressed when he heard another door open.  Rocky looked out and 

saw Alice leaving her room.  He counted to three then followed to see if she was making contact when 

she stopped at the dining room and sat down at the table.  He nonchalantly joined her and they talked, 

Rocky looking for an opportunity to finish her off.  Then the doctor and captain were back again!  And 

searching the rooms! 

 Rocky was glad he’d ditched the evidence in the vacancy, especially when they didn’t bother 

searching it.  He started to put on an innocent act when they got to his room until they found his money, 

which was also Johan’s and Harold’s money now too.  But they couldn’t know that, they hadn’t 

inventoried or check everyone’s belongings when they had come on board.  Then they started pulling 

out silver coins and rubbing them against his skin and Rocky’s confusion was no longer an act.  Finally 
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he decided to just get his knife and finish everyone, to hell with finesse. 

 At least that was his plan when the doctor interrupted him.  After a brief struggle, the doc was 

down and Rocky had a new weapon, one that was going to make his job a lot easier.  So he headed out.  

He burst into the dining nook, but nobody was sitting there.  Against the wall was a ladder that led to 

the deck above.  Rocky decided he should finish off this crazy-ass crew then he could take care of the 

rest, room by room if needed.  The hatch between the decks was unlocked and Rocky climbed up, 

hearing voices towards the fore of the ship.  The captain had her back to the door and was talking with 

someone, probably the other crewmembers he had met when coming on board.  He couldn’t see any of 

the others so he moved forward slowly, trying to stay hidden.  Rocky reached the end of the fore hall 

and hid behind the corner.  He considered whether to try sneaking closer but he couldn’t do so without 

alerting them.  He took aim and fired.  Rocky thought the shot would hit center mass but it grazed her 

left arm instead. 

 Two shots fired in his general direction and he ducked out of the way.  He expected some shout 

of defiance or challenge but the bridge was surprisingly quiet.  He peeked around the corner and saw 

someone else doing the same.  He fired but missed and whoever was down there did the same.  A sound 

behind him drew Rocky’s attention and he turned to see the doctor climbing up from the same hatch 

Rocky had a moment ago.  The doctor stumbled forward half a step. 

 “A creeping pacifist?” Rocky said with a laugh.  It would take an hour just for the doc to cross 

that distance.  Rocky stood up and peered around the corner for another shot. 

 Something hit him in the back, slamming him against the wall at the same time he felt a scalpel 

stab him in the neck. 

 “Looks like I got to screw you after all,” the doctor said in his ear. 

 Rocky wondered what the doctor meant but the question died on his lips as he did. 

 

*   *   * 

 

 In the Chop Shop, Patch, shirtless, lay face down on the operating chair while another Patch 

stood over him in a surgical mask and gloves on his unscarred forearms.  Sitting on the infirmary’s 

foldout wall bed was Lori, clad only in a sports bra from the waist up and fresh bandages wrapped 

around her upper left arm.   

 “I was panickin’ and sobbin’ over Harold when I heard a bit of the ruckus,” said the Patch 

standing up. 

 “Panickin’ because you heard us looking for silver, and mentionin’ shifters,” said Lori. 

 He leaned over and applied an internal sealant further down in the wound.  “By the time I 

reached the empty room, Rocky was gone.  It was this one’s,” the standing Patch said, pointing to the 

prone one, “bright idea for me to copy him.  Took a minute but I got him stabilized and to here.  Then 

we had the idea to use this,” Patch gestured to himself, “form to sneak up on Rocky.”  The standing 

Patch then poured a bit of disinfectant into the knife wound on the prone Patch’s back, causing the 

latter to grunt in pain.   

 “Tingzhi Baoyuan Ni Da Baobei,” the captain said as the shapeshifter started stitching the 

wound. 

 “Convienent,” Patch said between groans of pain, “To have.  Second doctor.  Around.” 

 “Yes,” Lori said, looking at the bandage on her arm.  “Your plan – plans, worked out well 

enough.  Though I’m wonderin’ why Rocky wanted to kill us.” 

 “And why he waited to do it,” said Patch. 

 The other Patch shrugged.  “Badger was suspicious.  Wanted ya’ll dead without it pointin’ to 

him.” 

 “But we threw him off,” said Lori.  “Because we were vigilant for you, and it made him think 
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we were watchin’ for him.” 

 “He had to wait to stab ya’ll in the back.  Speakin’ of which, you got lucky your shoulder blade 

took most of the damage and doesn't seem to have chipped.   No serious tendon damage but two of the 

muscles are lacerated.” 

 “Stem powder,” the Patch on the table said, pointing at a drawer behind his doppelganger. 

 “So your kind does brain sync with their target,” said Lori. 

 “Too well,” the shapeshifter said as he withdrew some blood from the original.  He got out the 

indicated powder and poured a bit into a small beaker then added the blood and a bit of distilled water.  

“I’m ready to be outta this noggin.” 

 “Back to the ‘Jenna’ you were before?” asked Lori.  “Where did you get that face?” 

 The shifter sighed.  “Way back when, some cute gal was leavin’ Persephone while I was 

arrivin’.  Figured since she wasn’t goin’ be dirtside, my appearance wouldn’t step on any toes.  I 

couldn’t glean any clear thoughts before she was too far into the Black.”  The surgical mask couldn’t 

hide Patch’s smile.  “I was... free to be my own self.  Even made the name from an anagram of old 

ones.” 

 “And your ‘husband’?” asked Lori. 

 “Married decades ago.  Great guy.  Eventually he realized there was somethin’ differs about me 

but he didn’t right care.  Why would he?  Even as he aged, his wife remained youthful and beautiful.”  

By now the mixture in the beaker had obtained the desired consistency and he went about applying 

some of it to the wound. 

 “And you were a guard in the display room?” Patch said while the other one prepared a 

stitching needle. 

 “I had... started workin’ to supplement our income; it was gettin’ time for Harold to retire.  I 

found out Badger needed muscle...” 

 “So you made a hulking monstrosity of yourself and applied?” 

 The shifter nodded.  “Every morning getting’ ‘dressed’ meant becomin’ a new man, then I 

would change back on the way home.  Harold was never the wiser.  Nor Badger.”  The shapeshifter 

finished the stitching, injected a drug near the wound with the hypo-gun, and stepped back to admire its 

handiwork. 

 “So,” Lori said with a deep breath.  “The question now is whether we should loose a 

shapeshifter onto another world.” 

 It looked at her.  “Because I’m a monster?” 

 “You did kill a man,” said Lori. 

 “To be fair,” said Patch.  “That man had cut her throat and killed her husband.  Sounds like self-

defense and legit revenge to me.” 

 Lori got down from the bed, retrieving her shirt and coat.  “We’ll help you prepare your 

husband’s body as you want, then you’ll remain in your room for the rest of the trip.” 

 The shapeshifter removed its surgical mask, smirking a little.  “You want to make sure I ain’t 

gonna try any shenanigans.” 

 “We’ll keep you fed the whole way and Kris will be by to help you select and create a new 

identity,” said Lori. 

 “You can be your own person again,” said Patch.  “But we’ll be watchin’ the rock.” 

 “If somethin’ untowards happen there, you best let us know,” said Lori. 

 “Or we’ll find you.” 

 “Don’t make us regret our mercy,” Lori said as she left the Chop Shop. 

 The shifter stood there, staring at Patch.  It finally picked up a scalpel from the counter, wiping 

the blade with an alcohol pad.  It bent down and cut a line parallel and a few centimeters to the right of 

its stitching job.  Then it did the same on the left before standing up to admire its work.  Throughout the 
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procedure Patch made not a single noise. 

 “Three deaths, three marks,” said the shapeshifter. 

 “Thank you,” Patch said as the shifter wiped the blood away and put a large square gauze over 

all three wounds and taped it down. 

 “May you find... peace someday,” it said as it left the infirmary, peeling parts of its skin away. 

 Patch got off the bed and opened up one of the cabinets to reveal a bottle of whiskey hidden 

inside.  “I’ve got help,” he muttered to himself as he opened the bottle and started drinking. 

 

 

Next Episode: Meaner than a Junkyard Dog 


