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      Greyson couldn’t remember it ever raining this much when he was a kid, but forty years had a way of coating everything over with a pretty glaze that covered up all the nicks and burns of living. At least it was a cool rain this afternoon, a thick, misty drizzle that just kind of smeared the dirt and soot around, rather than beating you down bodily and driving you to your knees, like the kid at the end of those romantic vids, right before the girl appears out of the downpour and they both live happily ever after.

      Or whatever came after the credits rolled. Greyson was still trying to figure that one out himself.

      Weather was supposed to get really ugly later today, according to the folks paid to know these things. Hotter and wetter, but he figured to be back indoors by then, with a highball of synth whiskey in one hand and some classical music on the box. Let the weirdos who liked rain and any handy, aquatic, alien life forms have it.

      Weather Control was still mostly a crap shoot, even with the aliens helping, but when they promised it would get worse, Greyson tended to believe them. Even with aliens like the Mooz helping, scientists hadn’t been able to undo all the damage humans had done to their home world, but it had only been fifteen years since everyone arrived, and some things took time, even for space wizards, or whatever the Illymus Merchant Guild was.

      They claimed they could fix it given time, but he’d probably be dead by then anyway, so Greyson just dealt with it and kept his head down. Quiet life and all that.

      Greyson didn’t have to live as cheap as he did, but a lifetime’s habits get too deeply ingrained for most people to break, and he hadn’t found any reason to yet. This afternoon, that meant udon noodles in a hot broth, with vat-grown shrimp tossed in for protein, down at the corner joint where the owner was American-Born-Chinese and didn’t stint on the noodles much.

      These days, most people lived dreary, bargain-priced lives. Cheap, synth whiskey. Genengineered shrimp. Noodle shops like this with four, tiny tables, open in front to the rain but dry, as long as the wind stayed calm and didn’t start swirling in among the mighty tower flats above him.

      If it did change, he’d adapt. Greyson was good at that. He’d been US Army once upon a time. Until the aliens announced that large, standing military forces were unacceptable and forced everybody to demobilize down to defensive forces and local National Guard units. Hadn’t really impacted the sorts of special forces things he’d been doing prior to that, but lots of other people were suddenly out of work.

      Greyson would have said the world went to hell, but it was already there, so a decade-long recession hadn’t done much to make it worse. The aliens had at least brought cash to invest in art and roads, and shipped in food when too many people might have starved.

      You didn’t argue with people like that. Just listened when they said they had your best interests at heart, nodded in the appropriate conversational lulls, and got on with your life.

      That meant it was only sort of weird to realize the person at the next table behind you was actually a G’schtack and not a Human. Hard to tell at first glance, but Greyson had been a cop for a while after he was done being a soldier, and those things came natural.

      Skin a little too gray. Bald head, but natural, rather than age or shaving it. Ears a little low under that bowler hat, and stuck out wider than even in the old cartoons.

      If he felt like getting up, he could have walked around the front of the guy to confirm, but he knew a G’schtack when he saw one. They looked the closest to Humans anyway. And knowing was just part of the job.

      Detective/Hunter Greyson Leigh. Earth Police Special Missions.

      The Hunter Bureau.

      The humans who went after bad aliens.

      He didn’t do that anymore, so he didn’t really care if the guy over there slurping his own udon was a gun runner, a hophead, or an anthropologist doing field work. As long as the man didn’t bother a guy and his noodles.

      The shadow that just appeared out of the mist was going to be enough of a bother, probably for both of them.

      Short. Fat. Bald.

      You could fix two of the three these days with a little chemistry, but Zielinski wasn’t that kind of guy. Doing that would have required an admission that there was something wrong with the man in the first place.

      Something external, anyway.

      Detective/Captain Olek Jan Zielinski. Commander, Eastern North America Division, Earth Police Special Missions.

      Dressed like a civilian, in a badly-fit, off-the-rack suit that had possibly been considered stylish forty years ago when the man most likely bought it. Brown slacks. Darker jacket. Pale green shirt buttoned up under a black tie. Went together about as well as the man did.

      Greyson felt a rumbly sigh and went back to his noodles. At least lunch wasn’t going to give him any grief.

      He didn’t do hats, so he didn’t have one to pull down over his eyes as camouflage, not that it probably would have mattered as the man approached.

      “Leigh.”

      The voice hadn’t gotten any better. Still a bad wheeze mixed with rusty iron shavings. Maybe the nickel shavings you tossed into hydrochloric acid to create a chemical gas that ate people’s lungs quick enough if you felt like being an asshole.

      Like Zielinski.

      Greyson looked up and continued to suck down a noodle like a worm trying to escape justice. He grunted vaguely.

      Zielinski took that as invitation and sat down across the small table from him.

      The owner behind the counter started to say something, but the cop turned a hard glare on him, the kind that promised health inspectors with an attitude problem, and the man subsided.

      Greyson studied his old boss while he retained his personal space.

      “You’re a hard man to find,” Zielinski grunted. “It’s like you didn’t want anybody from the old days coming around.”

      “And yet, here you are,” Greyson cocked his head slightly, as if studying the man.

      Trying out various insults in his head to see if he could find the one that fit best.

      The cop had gotten older in the last year and a half. More lines carved into that round face. Fewer wisps of gray hair on top of his pate.

      “Got a job for you, Leigh,” the short, fat cop tried to at least sound friendly.

      Greyson considered the man briefly, sat his bowl down in the middle of the table, and took a sip of the tea that was too thin and already nearly ambient temperature.

      “Not a cop anymore, Zielinski,” he replied laconically. “Little people now.”

      It was an old joke. You were big people, with a badge and a gun, or nobody. Measure of that man’s opinion of the teeming masses of humanity, and the hundred thousand or so aliens living at least temporarily on Earth these days.

      “We could fix that, Leigh,” the man tried to put on a sociable face. Fit him like a cheap Halloween mask. “Bring you back.”

      “You’re the one who fired me, Olek,” Greyson fixed a distant glare on the man.

      “We all make mistakes, Greyson,” the shorter cop replied, still trying to be cozy.

      “And then Dominguez showed up at my apartment three days later,” Greyson continued, as if the man hadn’t spoken a word. “Waited until I had opened the door to upend a box of the few personal items you hadn’t already trashed or burned. Dumped them in the hallway with your compliments, specifically, and walked away laughing. You know how Dominguez sounds when he laughs.”

      “Somebody had to take the fall for that one,” the man finally seemed to give up on friendliness and let anger peek out. “You screwed up and the Chief Commissioner decided she’d had enough of your attitude problems.”

      “I’ll try to keep in mind that enforcing the law can be problematical around folks like you and your friends, Zielinski,” Greyson offered dryly, picking his bowl back up and adjusting his sticks just so.

      He could tell how anxious the man must be by the mere fact that he hadn’t stormed off already. Or flipped the table into Greyson’s lap. Or punched him in the face.

      They must be desperate.

      The silence stretched a little.

      “You don’t need me. Remember?” Greyson decided to stick a few hot needles under fingernails when the man still hadn’t gone away.

      He couldn’t remember where he’d heard the phrase, but it fit in a lovely way.

      “We got a freak loose, Leigh,” Zielinski sputtered. “Somehow got past the border checks without a shift-blocker on, or snuck here. Butchering people and absorbing their memories. Serial killer. The kind of thing the Hunter Bureau was created to stop.”

      Freak.

      Zielinski never called the species by their correct name. Never said Phrenic. Only freak.

      But Olek Zielinski was also the kind of cop that forty-odd years later still referred to a President of the United States of America as “that nigger.”

      Hated everyone that didn’t look like him. Didn’t talk like him. If you weren’t Polack-American from Chicago, you were trash. Adding a bunch of alien species to the mix just meant that many more kinds of people for him to insult and abuse. Colors and shapes beyond all the humans the man could oppress.

      Zielinski hated them all.

      It had probably been his calling in life to join and help shape the Hunter Bureau when it got started. Greyson assumed CPD had been happy to get rid of the man and all the problems an attitude like that probably brought to the concept of community policing. He was an iron hammer when most of the time you needed a velvet glove.

      But what did that make Greyson Leigh? The army had taught him to kill efficiently and remorselessly. After twenty years and a pension, he became a cop. One of the good guys, he kept telling himself when he needed to sleep.

      Detective/Hunter Greyson Leigh. A professional killer that supposedly only did in the bad guys. Or had, back when he had a job.

      Army pension was enough, if you lived frugal. Plus he had other money saved up to go with what little pension the Bureau left him with. Never married and never bought himself a fancy car or rocketbike when he was a kid. Lived quiet. Synth whiskey and classical music.

      Greyson let his introspective moment fade and fixed a hard, angry glare on the cop across the table.

      “You don’t need my kind around, messing things up. That’s what you said,” he snarled in a compact voice that the G’schtack over there might hear only because the species had good ears. “Dominguez always said he could do my job better than I could. Send him. Or Kovalchuk. They’re your boys, Captain.”

      “Kovalchuk’s dead,” the captain growled back. “Got killed by a Dyarnan art thief serving a warrant about six months ago.”

      “And Dominguez?” Greyson prodded.

      “The freak got him last week, Leigh,” Zielinski’s voice suddenly got low and fierce as well. “That’s how we know what we’re facing. Thing broke his neck and was just about to suck his brains out when Asher chased it off. Might have wounded it, but she didn’t have a cannon for killing a skinwalker, so it probably just found a dark corner and healed itself.”

      Greyson nodded. Killing an adult Phrenic not wearing a shift-blocker required a nerve scrambler at medium range or closer. Bureau didn’t issue them to officers in the field, since a palmstunner worked on just about everyone else and wasn’t immediately lethal if you had to shoot wildly into a crowd.

      The Articles of Acceptance into the Illymus Merchant Guild specified that most crimes were not punished capitally, regardless of human preferences, so even killing folks while arresting them was itself a crime. Most aliens were deported and served a short stint in an off-planet prison camp somewhere.

      Rogue Phrenic who had come here without a shift-blocker, who could become anybody they touched long enough, were an entirely different situation.

      Zielinski’s term, skinwalker, was probably as accurate as anything else. Human sized. Human shaped, with two arms, two legs, torso, head with all the sensory apparatus in place.

      Problems came because they could adapt themselves. Like chameleons. Change the their skin tone and texture. Grow hair that looked real enough. Even change their height and build a little as a way of becoming someone else.

      One Greyson’s size couldn’t easily redo himself to look like the short, fat, ugly son of a bitch across the table, but with ten billion humans to pick from, you could hide anywhere pretty easily with a little patience.

      That wouldn’t be a problem, except for when Phrenic decided to become predators. Killed you, and then extruded tentacles from their face that let them absorb all your memories.

      They didn’t actually suck out your brains and eat them, but the image was similar enough. With all your memories, they could become you.

      At least until they got bored. Or got a better offer.

      Made them dangerous. Hard to find. Harder to stop.

      Most of them weren’t bad folk, which was why the Guild had never xenocided the lot. Invented the shift-blocker instead to keep them in their native form, at least until somebody came along with the tools to remove it.

      They ate meat like other species, and law everywhere said it had to be below a certain level of intelligence to be a food animal. Dolphins were out. Cattle were just fine.

      And Zielinski was sitting across the table from him, offering Greyson back his old job.

      Because they needed a killer.

      Fight fire with fire, or something similar.

      “Why the hell do I care, Olek?” he asked in an exasperated tone as his noodle bowl was finally empty.

      If they were this serious, Greyson could probably just run this as long as he wanted, rubbing the bastard’s nose in it.

      “You were the best, Greyson,” the cop finally climbed down off his lofty superiority to admit some truth to the conversation. Maybe bend that stiff neck a little.

      He had been the best. Not the best killer. That had probably been Jansen. No, he had been the best cop. The best Hunter. Find the trail and track the beast back to its lair, where you could take it in or take it down with the least risk of casualties.

      Do justice, instead of the sort of violence that men like Jansen or Zielinski used. Scalpel, not maul.

      “Past tense, Zielinski,” Greyson noted. “Retired now. Got a pension. Considering maybe trying one of the off-world colonies. See the galaxy. That sort of thing. Put my past behind me.”

      The last bit he lofted at the man in a cold, dry tone, like a Yanagiba knife going after fresh otoro.

      “I got a serial killer freak loose on the streets of the Eastern Metroplex, pal,” Zielinski was starting to lose his temper finally. And most of the profanity had vanished from his working vocabulary.

      Must have gone to see someone about anger issues and actually listened to them for once. Didn’t used to take this much effort to get under the man’s skin.

      “Isn’t that what the Hunter Bureau was formed for, Zielinski?” Greyson asked. “Find aliens you don’t like and kill them?”

      The G’schtack had either finally started paying attention to the conversation, or maybe just heard enough. He rose now in a graceful motion, scowled at the two of them as he adjusted his derby hat on a bald skull, and walked into the wall of mist lurking just beyond the awning.

      “Hey, you, too, punk,” Zielinski snarled after the alien in an ugly voice, but that was just the reflex of an old Chicago cop not letting anyone else have the last word. Even silently.

      Zielinski’s eyes turned back to his and took on a harder gleam.

      “I could always force you to come back to duty,” he said in a cruel, harsh tone.

      Greyson couldn’t help himself. The laughter bubbled up and erupted all over the place before he could control it.

      Felt kinda nice, after the craziness of the last few days. Like he was almost back to normal from a cold, whatever normal was in this modern age with aliens and interstellar travel. Crap that had been science fiction when he was a kid.

      Zielinski just glared. And waited. Greyson finally got his mirth under control.

      “Sure,” he said. “You try that, Zielinski. Drag me kicking and screaming into your office, threaten my life, my pension, and any friends I might have made. And then hand me a nerve scrambler big enough to take down a Phrenic. I dare you.”

      Something finally registered in those brown eyes. Fear, maybe. Greyson Leigh had never been one for idle threats.

      Idle anything, when he thought about it. Even his synth whiskey and classical music were approached with a scholarly bent. An old philosopher keeping his wits sharp by expanding his mind.

      He could have taken up chess, but that was too dry and mathematical, just studying the old masters and their famous games. Better to step onto a board with ten thousand options and whole symphonies to explore them.

      Zielinski apparently finally thought better of stupid threats.

      Or making a man like Greyson Leigh angry and then handing him a weapon capable of shattering a human mind forever.

      Man who didn’t have much of a life might not have much to lose, copper.

      “What will it take to get you to come back in harness?” Zielinski finally asked.

      Greyson should have known that they’d have to go through the whole Kubler-Ross pattern of grief. Man like Zielinski couldn’t work it all out in his head yesterday and start the conversation at the end.

      No, he had to drag Greyson down the damned path, one ugly stone at a time.

      Now we’ve made it as far as Bargaining.

      Greyson studied the man. Saw the tiny soul that made a good political cop, where there were no ethics that would prevent him from rising as far as his violence, grudges, and racism could take him. Probably should call it specism these days, since Zielinski didn’t stop at just hating Blacks, Hispanics, Jews, and Asians. He had whole new species to hate as well.

      What the hell.

      “Your head, on the proverbial stick, Olek,” Greyson said simply. “You want me back, you retire and someone else takes over this office.”

      “Think they’ll offer you my job, punk?” Olek snarled. “Is that what this is all about?”

      “I don’t want your job, Zielinski,” Greyson countered. “The Commission couldn’t offer me enough to take it. I just think you’re an asshole that makes things worse, not better. Plus you’re a corrupt son of a bitch who protects guilty people for a bribe. That’s why you and the Commissioner fired me in the first place, remember? I busted too many of your buddies. Probably cost you enough income that you had to give up a couple of your mistresses. At least until I was gone.”

      The man was seething. Greyson wondered if there was a way he could get to do this on a weekly basis, just for how much it improved his humor to take his anger out on a shit bird like Olek Jan Zielinski.

      And still the man sat there, taking it. Must be under strict orders from the Commissioner to bring Greyson Leigh in from the cold, no matter what.

      No matter what?

      Greyson wondered if someone else was holding the Commissioner’s feet to the fire as well.

      Just how bad did they want him?

      “And if I refuse?” Zielinski ground out the words like a stone mill making flour.

      Greyson shrugged.

      “I didn’t ask you to come ruin my digestion, Captain,” he sneered sharply. “You can go away and leave me in peace, any time you want.”

      “I got no more choice in this matter than you do, Leigh,” the Detective/Captain of the Eastern North America Division, Earth Police Special Missions, Hunter Bureau admitted quietly. “The Commissioner’s got no choice. The Brass demanded the best. Ordered him to get you on the case. Whatever the cost.”

      Greyson nodded, inwardly appalled at how high up the food chain that sort of command must have originated. Earth Police didn’t answer to many people. That was the nature of the beast.

      “Well, you go tell them my price, Olek,” Greyson said in a friendlier tone. “You for me. See what she says about that. You know how to find me now.”

      Rather than wait for an answer, Greyson Leigh stood up and stepped away from the table. The mist wasn’t bad. His longcoat would keep most of it off of him, and he flipped the collar up to keep it off the back of his neck.

      Wasn’t that far to his apartment, and a glass of synth whiskey and some classical music.

      Glancing back, Olek Zielinski hadn’t moved, other than to track Greyson with his hard, cop eyes.

      Greyson smiled and walked into the mist.

      There was a moment of discontinuity as Greyson walked away, as though he faded and someone else took up residence in his body.

      One soul, shifted to the side for another.

      Ethen looked out of Greyson’s eyes and wondered.

      Zaborra had been right. Absorbing Greyson Leigh’s life had been the best way to make sure they would never be found. Ethen didn’t know how long he could go on pretending to be the man, especially in light of today, but Ethen had been under strict orders from Zaborra, and he’d never been one to argue when people raised their voices.

      The rain absorbed him, like he had Greyson. At least the cops would never call his bluff. Never toss Zielinski onto the trash heap of history to bring Greyson Leigh back onto the force. Another few days, maybe a week, and Ethen could escape this dangerously-smart cop in his mind and find someone else to impersonate.

      Someone who didn’t judge him so harshly when they were alone. Didn’t whisper loser when they slept.

      But Ethen had no idea how to escape.
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      Greyson jolted awake with a start, not quite sure where he was. The room was his apartment, a compact studio on the seventh floor of a tower in what used to be the old American city of Boston. Back before it all got consolidated into the larger Eastern Metroplex, this one, ongoing city ranging all the way down to what used to be the District of Columbia when people still lived in the middle of the country.

      Before things got too weird there.

      And before the aliens showed up.

      The sound returned. The one that had jarred him out of wherever it was he had been before. Classical music still emanated from the brass and glass machine on the end table. A highball glass of synth whiskey was still in his left hand, unspilled, so he hadn’t been gone for long, wherever he had been.

      Someone was knocking at his door.

      Greyson Leigh didn’t have friends. Not like other humans.

      Ethen Boli knew this. He had killed the cop and stolen his form and his memories nearly a week ago, as a way of hiding on this planet.

      Hiding from the Hunters. The other Hunters.

      He was Greyson Leigh these days, except he wasn’t. He had to be, though, because Zaborra had been right. The Illymus Merchant Guild had told the human authorities that they had at least one Phrenic killer loose on this planet. The humans had called in the Hunter Bureau, the one police force on the planet capable of stalking a rogue Phrenic shapeshifter through whatever transformation he might take in an attempt to flee justice.

      To escape men like Greyson Leigh.

      A third knock. Whoever it was would not be going away. Ethen realized that he had previously turned the music up during a section of Beethoven’s Ninth that Greyson particularly liked, the Ode To Joy, and whoever it was outside could hear that.

      Would know that the person imitating Greyson Leigh was present.

      Panic grabbed Ethen by the throat. Fear that he might have to kill someone to protect himself, when he wasn’t even sure he could do that anymore. Wasn’t sure how to deal with that cop’s eye staring back at him in the mirror.

      He rose slowly, calling on Greyson’s memories to try to guess who might have come. It was too soon for more police to try to convince him to accept unretirement. The Detective/Captain of the regional Hunter Bureau, that asshole Zielinski, would have to pass the word up a convoluted chain of humans to reach one that could order all the lessers to give way in spite of the risk to their petty corruptions.

      That had been Zaborra’s fallback. The bluff that would make the cops settle on a lesser Hunter than Greyson Leigh. Someone not good enough to find them before they could escape again.

      Ethen didn’t understand why. He just did what he was told.

      Ethen approached the door, fervently locking himself into the form of Greyson Leigh, former Detective/Hunter, and put an eye to the peephole. It was a measure of how old this building was that they still used a fisheye lens made of glass to see through a closed door, rather than installing a camera.

      But then, Greyson had been a frugal man in life. No exorbitant expenses, even when he could have afforded them in his youth. Army pension and good savings. Cheap living and inexpensive udon noodles with vat-grown shrimp, rather than steak.

      The form outside had a name, when Ethen looked.

      Emelina Antúnez.

      Emmy.

      A mind of hot-forged steel, honed by business to an edge capable of severing limbs with a flick. wrapped around an amazingly beautiful, muscular body. The kind that saw the Argentinian Tango as a warm-up for serious dancing.

      She had a smell that Ethen could suddenly remember. A taste as well, something unlike anything a Phrenic had ever consumed. Something that caused his heart to start pounding with a different kind of energy than the fear he had lived with for over a week.

      He could not merely ignore the woman. He would, in fact, need her as part of his charade, if he was to pass himself off convincingly as the very cop the humans were going to send to track him and Zaborra down.

      But Ethen understood that he could not afford a single mistake in front of her either. Greyson knew she had broken lesser men with her will and passion. Ethen was not her equal. Very few intelligent beings were, human or not. Greyson Leigh was apparently one of them.

      Frightening, but he had already known what kind of man Greyson was, and was doing his best not to embarrass the man’s memory.

      There was one thing he could do. It was a desperate, risky maneuver. If he failed, he would have to destroy the entire situation and go back to running for his life. Ethen had never tried it before, but he had no choice now.

      It was Emmy on his doorstep.

      Nothing could derail this woman, if she scented danger or lies.

      He stepped back inside himself and let Greyson Leigh take charge of their body.
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      Greyson opened the door and smiled at Emmy. Gods, no woman should be allowed to look that good.

      Her comm chirped and she held up a hand as she answered it, letting him just drink her in while she negotiated some new deal.

      Tall and dusky. Mexican parents, originally, but pureblood Spanish on both sides. Brown hair bobbed just long enough to grab hold of in one hand and pull. Dark eyes that didn’t miss anything. Body that just didn’t stop. Flowery sun-dress clinging in the right places, reminding you she didn’t have anything on under it.

      Didn’t need anything.

      Greyson only had a decade on the woman, but she could run boys fresh out of boot camp
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EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


