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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The strobe-lights and colored lasers inside the Cateran Supper Club made the raised beakers and plastic tumblers glint like real glass. Even in CSC, one of the classier establishments on the planet of Dracone, genuine glassware was a luxury reserved only for those with the deepest pockets or the most impeccable reputations. 
 
    A small group occupying one of Cateran Supper Club’s VIP booths held their tumblers high around a man at their center. Even on Dracone—which was little more than a frozen rock with an average daytime temperature of around minus twelve Fahrenheit—whose primary inhabitants consisted of hardy blackmarket ice-haulers and bounty hunters, it was clear to all onlookers that this man was a man of consequence. 
 
    Those same onlookers, had they been even remotely perceptive, would have noticed the short-barreled, fully-charged coilgun hanging on the back of a chair within easy reach of the man. They might, if they were looking closely, have spotted the bulge under his left armpit that spoke of the cryopistol holstered under his leather aviator’s jacket. 
 
    The man was tall and solidly built, with a head shaved for practicality. His strong jaw was dusted with stubble, and his angular face was currently composed into a mask of gratitude and pride. His mouth was quirked up in one corner, as close to a smile of satisfaction as he was likely to get in the hard company he was currently immersed in. His eyes were a mixed mess of deep blue and light jade. Patient, shrewd, and perceptive. A survivor’s eyes. 
 
    He revolved slowly on one worn boot heel to take in the individuals surrounding him. Then, raising his voice above the throb of the hot techno pounding out through the hidden speakers of the supper club, Captain James Decker addressed his crew.    
 
    “Another bounty claimed, another well-earned bender,” he said. “The Stone Wolves’ code is a simple one…”  
 
    “No retreat, and no surrender!” the rest of the group roared as one. 
 
    Decker necked his whisky, or whatever the Cateran Supper Club was passing off as whisky those days, and slammed his empty beaker upside down. The others followed suit, embracing the strong burn of the liquor. There was a deal of laughter and a lot of backslapping, as his crew of bounty hunters settled down for what promised to be one hell of a raucous evening. 
 
    Decker smiled and nodded at the half a dozen men and women who had risked their lives with him during their last four month job out in the void. Seeing them finally unwind was gratifying.  
 
    Even when Decker had guided the SC Fortune into its docking berth, settled her gently on her pad, and shut down the space-cruiser’s reactor, his crew had not allowed themselves to relax. Only after they had dropped off their prisoner, a high-ranking lieutenant of an intergalactic dope-running organization known as the Mistrovers, and the balance of the bounty had been deposited into the Fortune’s account had the tension melted. 
 
    They were a good crew; capable, experienced, and not burdened with the foolish sense of invincibility that afflicted so many bounty hunters. This had only been the second bounty they’d completed together, but it had been a big name—one that garnered a lot of interest from rival bounty hunting outfits.  
 
    Decker had been in the game for over a decade, basing himself mostly out of Dracone. He knew that he and his crew would attract many envious glares in the Cateran Supper Club that evening. 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen,” he called, recapturing the attention of his crew, “I just wanted to let you all know that the drinks are on me tonight.” 
 
    They replied with a hearty cheer. One of the engineers, known as ‘Croaker’ due to his gravelly voice, shoved another glass into Decker’s hand and raised his own in a toast. 
 
    “To Captain Decker!” he said. “For giving us sorry sons of bitches a living that, if it ain’t exactly honest, probably lies somewhere in the gray.” 
 
    Cheers and laughter followed. A couple of people yelled, “To the gray area!”  
 
    Decker knocked back the drink, grimacing as the raw, vat-produced spirits did their best to corrode the lining of his esophagus. There was a chorus of gasps. One of his crew gagged, but managed to avoid regurgitating their drink. 
 
    If James Decker had learned anything in the years he’d spent chasing down each and every variety of scum the Myrmidon System spawned, it was that you, and the people you flew with, should do something you loved every day. Death could always be waiting around the next asteroid.  
 
    That’s how it is for those in the business of hunting those who needed hunting. Tomorrows weren’t a guarantee for their lot. He’d learned that shit early on, and the lesson had stuck. 
 
    When all the fat was boiled away and just the bones of the truth were left, bounty hunting was a profession which did not lend itself to longevity, where there were a thousand ways to die before you even engaged your target, and where retirement was so far out there that the word had become a morbid inside joke for a dead hunter. 
 
    “What a fucking station this place is, huh?” Decker muttered to himself as he eyed the heaving crowd of club-goers. He loosened the neck of his adaptive, skintight bio-suit to try and coax a little air in. 
 
    “What a fucking job!” replied the communication specialist, Viola Larson, from right beside Decker. “Speaking of which, Decker, where the hell do we sign up for the next mission?” 
 
    The question roused a clamor of interest amongst the crew. Decker held up his hands and gave his companions one of his small enigmatic smiles. Spirits were high right now, but he knew well enough that come the morning—or whenever each of his crew decided to call the binge quits—minds would change.  
 
    With a sober head and an account full of universal credits, most bounty hunters preferred to stay surface-bound until circumstances forced them to look for a new job. Only a handful of die-hard veterans, like Decker himself, saw their time off-world as their ‘real’ lives. 
 
    “Well, now that you mention it,” he said. “There’s a reason why I chose the Cateran Supper Club as the venue for this little debrief.” 
 
    “Ah shit, cap,” said the medical officer, Rosa Hawkes, “and here was me thinking that you brought us here because you knew we fitted in with the finer things in life like a hand in a glove.” 
 
    There was a round of laughter. 
 
    Decker allowed his smile to stretch a fraction. Rosa Hawkes was a hell of a looker, and the look she was giving him right then left him in little doubt of how the night might go if she were allowed her say. 
 
    “Well, of course, there is that,” he said, earning an appreciative table thump from Larson. “First though, being the pragmatic life of the party that I am, I’ve got to go and see a man about the next job.” 
 
    The small group booed in unison. 
 
    “Don’t get your panties in a bunch,” Decker said, doing his best to steer his eyes clear of Rosa Hawkes and his mind from the thought of just what her panties might look like. “I’ll be back. You all just better make sure that there’s a drink waiting for me when I do. That’s a fucking order!” 
 
    “You got it, cap,” Croaker rasped. “And how about a few hands of cards while we wait for this rotgut to do its work?” 
 
    “Get out of it, Croaker,” Larson said with a grin. “Don’t you feel guilty enough about robbing the captain while we were on a mission. You have to try and take it now we’re back too?” 
 
    “Guilty?” Decker asked, feigning amazement. “The only way you could make that son of a bitch feel guilty is by etching the word into a knife blade and sticking him with it.” 
 
    Good-natured and boozy laughter erupted once more, while the orange-haired Croaker frowned in mock outrage.   
 
    After excusing himself, Decker made his way out of the VIP area and toward the rear of the Cateran Supper Club. As he strode with all the surety, grace, and banked power of a panther, he pulled the sleeve of his flying jacket up and checked the omni-com strapped to the inside of his forearm. Flicking through a few menus, he brought up the software that allowed him to monitor his ship from wherever he happened to be. 
 
    He had left the Fortune sitting snug and secure in Dracone’s main port, paying a few creds extra to be allowed to dock in a berth patrolled by the port’s own private security. 
 
    The Space-cruiser Fortune was a twenty-five meter long, thirty-ton surface-to-orbit shuttle with more scars, dings, and scrapes along her sleek carbon-gray sides than a blind blacksmith’s thumb. She was, so far as space-cruisers went, about as attractive and unobtrusive as a bullet wound in a wedding dress, but in James Decker’s eyes there was no finer vessel in the entire Myrmidon System or beyond.  
 
    She was his pride and joy.  She’d been his life’s only constant ever since he had won her in a high-stakes card game eleven years before. Also, to the bitter surprise of many a foe and rival, she also had full faster than light capabilities. 
 
    Keeping one eye on the river of people he was negotiating his way through, Decker tapped his way through menus, initiating basic diagnostics on the Fortune. 
 
    The team of Dracone engineers seemed to be currently working on the four spherical feet of her landing gear. He grunted in approval as he saw that they were in the midst of a full buffer-gel drain and replacement, which should stop landings from jerking like they meant to snap your neck. 
 
    Decker smiled to himself and rolled his sleeve back down. The Fortune might have been old and ugly, and mean-looking as a stray station-cat, but he cared for her more than he did most—if not all—of his humanoid acquaintances. He showed her his love by ensuring that, under all the carbon scoring and asteroid dents, she was packing the best array of defensive and offensive systems he could afford. 
 
    As he waded through the crowd, meandering between the tables like a mining drone negotiating an asteroid belt, Decker’s eye was drawn to one of the huge flexi-screens secured across a wall behind one of the bars. The image it displayed was a real-time feed of what someone in the club might have been able to see through that particular wall, had the Cateran Supper Club not been subterranean.   
 
    Beyond these ‘windows’, almost filling the entire star-strewn void beyond with its bulk, lie the cider-colored mass of the planet Naulea, with its trademark icy ring system. Decker found himself slowing to take in the awe-inspiring sight of it. Didn’t matter how many times he laid eyes on it, there was always fresh beauty to be beheld in the swirling storms and reflective rings of the gas giant. 
 
    His gaze fell to the winking guidelights of the docking pads of Dracone’s extensive port. Set against the incredible backdrop of Naulea, tall spotlit derricks moved smoothly this way and that on their gyroscopic bases like mechanized wading birds; loading and unloading cargo, lifting spacecrafts, and separating parts of a mining vessel that was being shipbroken.  
 
    Welding torches glittered and winked sporadically. Decker could imagine the noises of the space-port; could practically hear the helmet-piercing klaxons that the half submerged unmanned freight-switchers used while moving cargo and gear around the port, as they hummed past on their vacuum-sealed electromagnetic tracks. 
 
    As much as he loved being out in the void, traveling unfettered through the system in the Fortune, Decker had to admit that being surface-bound every now and again did have its upsides.  
 
    He turned and caught the eye of a tall, pale-skinned woman as she brushed past him. She wore only a long dress without a bio-suit—a local, then. Shit yeah, Dracone might have been a dangerous place if you didn’t keep your wits about you, but there were certainly opportunities down here that a man couldn’t find out in void.  
 
    Course, they weren’t all enjoyable. 
 
    Some people, in a place as eclectic and unquestioning as the Cateran Supper Club was, were just hanging around and waiting for someone to bump into them. This was usually so that the bumper could then use the eye socket of the bumpee to open their next beer and add a dash of adrenaline to the drink. Every station has its troublemakers. 
 
    Decker, on his way toward the back of the club, the real VIP area, stopped at one of the three bars to order a drink on his way to his meeting. 
 
    The barman recognized Decker and gave him that special barman nod that could really mean anything. 
 
    “Bourbon?” he asked. 
 
    Decker nodded. “I just got back from vacuum and find myself with a few creds jingling in my pocket. Maybe I’ll treat myself. You only got the synthetic stuff, or have you got any of the real deal?” 
 
    The barman snorted with wry amusement as he used a laz-blade to carve a small chunk of ice from the tub under the bar. 
 
    “Oh yeah, I’ve got some out the back,” he said drily. “Right next to the milk I just squeezed out of old Daisy.” 
 
    As he waited for the barman to make his drink, Decker perched himself on a stool at the bar and hummed to himself. It was the same old tune that his father used to sing to him when he would take Decker on harmless smuggling runs. 
 
    The barman set the tumbler of synthetic bourbon in front of Decker, tapped the polycarbonate bartop a couple of times, and brought up the bill. With a wave of his omni-com, Decker paid. The barman nodded, and Decker reached for his drink. 
 
    It was the small flick of the barman’s eyes over Decker’s shoulder that made Decker’s hand stop before it reached his beaker. This was fortuitous, because a moment later, someone barged into his elbow. 
 
    Decker turned slowly, letting out a silent sigh of resignation. 
 
    A wide, fat man clad in the fire retardant coveralls of an aug operator stood beside him. He was a broad bastard, with shoulders wider than some airlocks, and had the distinctive tribal scalp scarring of one who’d spent a fair amount of time on a prison ship.  
 
    Aug operators spent ten hours a day sweating inside little pods, suspended off the ground in their motion-capture exoskeletons. The operators essentially played the role of stevedores.  
 
    They went through all the motions of unloading and moving equipment around space-ports, stacking cargo into holds, walking around the port and repairing the docked ships, with the aid of their exoskeleton’s negative feedback. They wore goggles that supplied them with a live video feed to their augs—the colloquial term for the massive humanoid-shaped man-amplifiers they controlled—as well as a hud displaying all the crucial information about battery and fluid levels, logistical data, and a job priority list. 
 
    It was a tough, blue-collar job that attracted unimaginative, down-on-their-luck former convicts and people happy to lay low inside the aug pods. People who had no other choice than work for the pitiable credits on offer. It did, however, often come with the opportunity to skim a little cargo here and there, which allowed a few enterprising aug operators to afford drinking in places like the Cateran Supper Club. 
 
    The specimen standing before Decker appeared to be one of them. Along with the strong smell of cheap synthetic spirits, he could feel the aggression and barely banked violence radiating off him like heat. 
 
    “Can I help you?” Decker asked levelly. 
 
    The man grunted something in a dialect he didn’t recognize. His piggy eyes were bloodshot, and there was white spittle forming in the corners of his mouth. 
 
    “I didn’t catch that,” Decker said. 
 
    The fat aug operator slurred and spat something else, and it was only then that Decker realized the guy wasn’t chatting in some planetary lingo he didn’t understand—he was absolutely off his tits drunk.  
 
    What’s more, judging by how tiny his pupils were, he looked to be on some sort of chem, though what drug it might have been Decker couldn’t know for sure. Straight adrenaline would have been his best guess. 
 
    Leaving his untouched drink on the bar, Decker leaned backward on his stool, away from the man. To his annoyance, the big drunk leaned with him. 
 
    With some difficulty, the slobbering inebriate growled, “You’d… You’d fuckin’ like that wouldn’t you, eh? You’d like me to.. to fuck off so-so-so that you can chat a bit more shit behind my… behind my… um, behind my fucking…” 
 
    “Back?” Decker volunteered. 
 
    “Yeah, behind my fucking back!” the fat man spat. 
 
    Decker couldn’t decide whether it was the powdered adrenaline or the bathtub rum that was making the nutjob sound like his jaw was broken, but whatever it was, the guy was trying his best to stitch together a coherent sentence. 
 
    Decker could be a patient man, he could even lend his ear to a stranger on occasion, but he had a very important meeting. A meeting that the big aug operator was blocking his path to. Going round the angry and addled man was not going to be an option, not if Decker didn’t want something heavy and blunt knocking the back of his head.  
 
    The situation required diplomacy. 
 
    “Listen here, idiot,” Decker said, still in the same amiable and unruffled voice he always used, as he ran his eyes over the drunk’s lardy frame. “I could say a lot more shit behind your back, but I don’t think there’s a spacecraft with a reactor big enough to make the journey.” 
 
    The man bristled, and his nostrils flared. 
 
    Decker gave the aug operator one last chance and held up his hands placatingly. 
 
    “I’d strongly advise against you doing what you look very much like you’re fixing to do, friendo,” he said, holding the drunk’s eye but keeping his voice nice and calm. “Let me go on with my life, and I’ll let you go on with yours.” 
 
    He made a quick scan of the busy, smoke-filled room of the club with his HUD contact lenses. They outlined in blue the cordoned off doorway he was meant to be heading for. 
 
    The drunk snorted snot on his own shirt as he laughed, returning Decker’s attention back to him. 
 
    “Life? Life is fucking cheap out here, mate. Ain’t you… Ain’t you fuckin’ learned that yet?” the hammered lunatic drooled. 
 
    “Oh, I learned that,” Decker said. “But I think you must have skipped the follow-up lesson.” 
 
    The aug operator bared his teeth at Decker in a feral smile. “The fuck’re you on about?” 
 
    “Life might be cheap on Dracone,” Decker said, “but death’s free.” 
 
    Decker’s hand slid along the bartop toward the tumbler of bourbon sitting on it. The barman slipped around the end of the bar and out of sight. Just as Decker was about to brain the aug operator, the sound of swift, sure footsteps thumping across the floor reached his ears. He felt them more than heard them, thanks to the volume of the music. 
 
    Crap, he thought. 
 
    Decker was grabbed by his leather aviator’s jacket and thrown off his stool by the aug operator’s friend. He smashed through one of the faux-wooden tables, sending chairs and people tumbling. 
 
    Patrons were on their feet in a flash, the fine-tuned survival instincts that you had to possess in an establishment like the Cateran Supper Club kicking in. Brawls in the clubs of Dracone were not uncommon, and the CSC’s reputation as being the home away from home of some of the Myrmidon System’s most lauded bounty hunters meant that fights there were comparatively rare. Still, most that frequented the club weren’t averse to a little free theater if it was on show. 
 
    That being said, while most of the patrons nearby backed away, a few of the more intoxicated went for their weapons. 
 
    Decker rolled backward and made his feet. He looked quickly around, but in all the chaos that suddenly enveloped this section of the club, it was impossible to pick his adversaries from overzealous pub-goers at first. 
 
    While the brawl was ramping up, the music continued to throb through the speakers, the beat thudding through Decker’s chest. The dimness, combined with the flashing lights and sporadic lasers, made for a confusing fight, and exacerbated the likelihood of getting targeted by some overzealous patrons.  
 
    Decker freed his cryopistol from his shoulder holster, but a man, who he assumed had been the guy who’d come up behind him, kicked it out of his grasp. Decker lashed out with a kick of his own   and caught the man in the knee so that his leg buckled under him. Another kick sent him reeling hard backward into the bar.  
 
    The man thrust his hand into his jacket. Before he could retrieve whatever it was he was after, the barman stepped up behind him and hauled him bodily over the counter in a headlock. 
 
    Growling, as the ire of potentially being made late to his meeting was fanned, Decker saw the shitfaced aug operator who had started this mess lumber out from between two random men who looked to have used the fight as an excuse to settle some private quarrel of their own. 
 
    “Fuck it, I haven’t got time for this bullshit,” Decker snarled. 
 
    He whirled, searching for his pistol. It was in the wreckage of the table he had just crashed through, and he scooped it up. 
 
    A cryopistol took moisture and gas from the atmosphere and transformed it into simple slugs that were stored in a small drum magazine. It was recoilless, so as to not affect the shooter in microgravity, and specifically designed to penetrate clothing and flesh, but shatter against spacecraft and habitation bulkheads. 
 
    Decker flicked off the safety and swung the pistol up toward the huge drunk. 
 
    Another man plowed into Decker from the side just as he squeezed the trigger. Crystalline slugs shattered against the ceiling, blowing out one of the LED lamps hanging a couple of feet to the left of the aug operator’s head. 
 
    The man was so fucked up he appeared not to register the plastic raining down on his head. 
 
    Decker found himself flying through the air and landed hard on the ground with this new assailant on top of him, his pistol skittering away once more. He grunted and struck out with his elbow, catching the man in the temple. Blood spotted the boards as his brow split and he rolled off Decker with a curse.  
 
    Decker was on his feet again. He snatched up a full ashtray from a table and flung the contents into his enemy’s face as he came at him again. The man swore and batted at the air, momentarily blinded. 
 
    Behind the bar, the bartender was busy beating the living hell out of the man who’d tried to draw on Decker. He looked like he was the more confident dance partner in that little tango, so Decker turned his focus back to the aug operator.  
 
    The fat man watched him with a sort of detached interest from about five yards away, a thin strand of drool dangling from his slack lip. 
 
    Decker made to step toward him, but a movement out of the corner of his eye made him duck instinctively. 
 
    Yet another combatant, a woman with bright red hair and tattoos all over her face, had leveled a pulse energy pistol in Decker’s direction. Decker had no idea whether the broad was a friend of the aug operator or not. At that moment, he didn’t care much.  
 
    The pulse energy pistol, known colloquially as a pulser or PEP, was one of the most common weapons available to civilians. It used bursts of microwave technology, which could be dialed up or down depending on whether the shooter wanted to incapacitate or kill their target.  
 
    The burst of pulser fire ripped inches past Decker’s head like a streak of extremely localized heatwave. It hit a hapless club patron directly behind him.  
 
    The man went rigid, dropped to his hands and knees, and then started vomiting spectacularly across the floor. Simultaneously, his legs kicked spasmodically out behind him as he shit himself with a violence that made Decker wince. 
 
    As with all microwave-based designs, the heat that caused the pain and damage to the target came from water molecules being vibrated by the microwaves. For this reason, the effectiveness of pulsers were drastically reduced by rain and heavy humidity. Knowing this, Decker scooped up his glass of vat-made bourbon from where he had left it on the bar and hurled it at the red-haired woman as she fired again. 
 
    The beam diffused in the air as it hit the spraying liquor. By sheer dumb luck, the pint glass nailed the shooter in the head, and she flinched. Decker was on her in a blink.  
 
    He seized the woman’s wrist, and they wrestled for control of the pistol. Decker forced the red-head’s hand down, his thumb accidentally turning up the power dial. The red-head grunted and pulled the trigger on instinct. 
 
    The beam hit the man with ash all over his face right in the sternum.  
 
    He jerked and convulsed like he’d just taken eighty-thousand volts and dropped to the deck, twitching. 
 
    Sticking his thumb into the pressure point of her wrist, Decker managed to make the red-head drop the pulser. The woman screamed. Decker fish-hooked his index finger into the woman’s mouth and then slammed her head down into the edge of a table. The red-head collapsed, one of her teeth skittering across the imitation wood. 
 
    Snatching up his cryopistol, Decker made to head toward the aug operator, only to find the big man had managed to kickstart his brain and had lumbered over to within striking range of him. 
 
    A fist the size of a ham sailed toward his nose. In one fluid motion, Decker ducked, swept up a bar stool, and hammered it into the fat man’s side with enough force to break at least three ribs. Dropping the stool, he leveled his cryopistol at the big man’s boot and, with an unerring aim, nailed him through the foot. 
 
    The aug operator’s eyes popped, and he let out a breathy wheeze, spraying spit everywhere. 
 
    Decker snatched up another plastic tumbler from a nearby table and slammed it into the bridge of the sagging drunk’s nose. The crunch of the cartilage breaking was audible even over the pulsating base.  
 
    The porky aug operator let out a little honking cry of pain and went down like a falling star. 
 
    Pitifully, he raised his calloused hand toward Decker, as the captain of the Fortune loomed over him. 
 
    “Please…” he squealed through a mashed nose. 
 
    James Decker had seen many hands like that; in various environments and in many darkened alleyways, on a host of different planets, over the past decade. He had watched countless broken warriors and guileless outlaws from all over the system—Frekirie, Mistrovers, Painted Kyn—grasp vainly for the undersides of impassive clouds or grotty ceilings after their last stands hadn’t gone quite as expected. Desperate fingers clawing heavenward.  
 
    It always appeared to Decker as if, in the anguish of their final throes, their owners thought they might be able to find purchase on the sky and pull themselves back to their feet. 
 
    Decker was yet to see it. 
 
    He raised his boot and prepared to bring it down right in the middle of the downed aug operator’s head. 
 
    “Decker, darling, enough!” 
 
    Decker paused, his foot still raised. Slowly, he looked around. A woman stood at the end of the bar, the bartender at her side. 
 
    She was a beauty. She had the tall, slender build of one who had been born on a planet with low gravity, and the toned physique of a person who knew the importance of training to make sure that that low gravity life did not make her soft. She wore a long, white coat, which matched her messy, bright white hair. Her arms were crossed over her chest, and she watched Decker through a pair of eyes that were onyx black from edge to edge. At her temple, a subtle blue light glowed under the skin, hinting of an enhancement or implant. Her half-smile was a dash of plum on her pale face. 
 
    “Zizara Yasine,” Decker said conversationally, “I was just on my way to see you.” His tone was composed, though the adrenaline still coursed through his veins and his heart still raced. He pointed at the drooling aug operator with his cryopistol. “Does this piece of shit belong to you by any chance?” 
 
    Zizara Yasine, the foremost bounty hunter contractor in the Myrmidon System and owner of the Cateran Supper Club, cocked her beautiful head to one side and pouted. Slowly, she walked down the length of the bar.  
 
    Upon her approach, the few scuffles that were still taking place nearby miraculously halted. When she was within two strides of Decker, she stopped and looked down at the groaning hulk on the floor. 
 
    “Don’t be absurd, Decker,” she purred in her exotic and husky voice. “Does he look like one of mine? Now, be a good sport and lower your boot and put away your pistol, hm?” 
 
    Keeping his eyes on the white-clad woman in front of him, Decker put his foot down and then holstered his cryopistol. 
 
    “Who does he belong to, then?” he asked, giving the aug operator a dig in the ribs with his toe. This elicited a soft moan of agony. 
 
    “Who can say, darling?” Yasine replied, leaning casually on the bar and motioning the bartender to get back to work. “You’re in a den of cut-throats and thieves—albeit a very glamorous den, I might add. Your success with that Mistrover lieutenant is the talk of the tables.” 
 
    “I thought it might be,” Decker said. “Still, this seems a bit… petty.” He dug at the prone drunk again with his boot, drawing forth another pained moan. 
 
    “Are you really surprised that one of your competitors hired a few chem-heads to rough you up?” Zizara Yasine said. “Come, darling, you know how the guild is. You hurt the pride of more than a few crews, and you snatched away all those big credits they had their eyes on. Also, the rumor that I wanted a private consultation with you when you arrived has gotten around, even before you docked, and despite my best efforts. People often associate my nice little tête-à-têtes with the promise of very lucrative contracts.” 
 
    Decker stepped closer to the woman. There was little chance of being overheard by any nosey patrons or eavesdropping bounty hunter competitors, not with the invisible ring of guards that Decker knew were hiding close by and the volume of the music. Still, it paid to be careful. 
 
    Bounty hunters, as most of humanity, didn’t much value honoring its namesake, regardless how far they’d come in terms of technology and knowledge. 
 
    “Is that what this meeting is about?” he asked. “You want to offer me a big money contract?” 
 
    “Come with me, James Decker, and you’ll find out, hm?” Yasine said, turning to stride away confidently, the crowd parting before her as if by magic. “Money talks, darling. It whispers things into jealous hunters’ ears.”    
 
    “Nah, it doesn’t talk,” Decker said resignedly to himself. “Most of the time it sings a fucking siren song.” 
 
    With that, Decker followed Yasine as she led him to her private office. 
 
    It was time to talk business.

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Zizara Yasine’s private offices and apartment were as chic and as put together as the woman herself. There was an element of simplicity to the set-up, the type of streamlined design that spoke of real wealth. 
 
    The walls were bare rock, complete with the scars, divots, and scorings that the excavation equipment and mining lasers had left behind when Dracone had first been colonized. Two-inches of transparent insulation gel sprayed all over the exposed stone kept the bone-numbing chill of the planet’s surface from freezing the room. Hand-crafted furniture was dotted around with a careless exactitude.  
 
    Yasine had bade Decker to take a seat in the sunken lounge area, while she busied herself at a side table set against a wall of ballistic glass that fronted her office. In front of Decker burned a  holographic log fire. 
 
    The fire shifted occasionally and sent flurries of sparks up toward the cavernous ceiling. Somewhere in the midst of the fake firelight there must have been a heater too, because Decker was aware of a nice warmth heating his shins.  
 
    “Drink?” Yasine asked casually over her shoulder. 
 
    “Why not?” Decker replied. “I never got to enjoy the one that I paid for out there.” 
 
    There was the soft and comforting sounds of decanters being unstoppered, the gurgle of drinks being poured, and the chink and clink of genuine glass.  
 
    While the arguably most powerful person on Dracone poured him a drink, Decker’s gaze wandered to a flexi-screen window. It took up most of a wall and provided him with an even wider view of the docks, landing pads, and repair berths.  
 
    The swish of material alerted him to the approach of Yasine. He accepted the drink with a curt nod of thanks. 
 
    “Every time I come in here,” Decker said, nodding toward the huge flexi-screen, “you know what I think?” 
 
    “What’s that, Captain Decker?” Yasine asked politely, crossing her long legs and settling more comfortably opposite him. 
 
    “I think, ‘that view, that’s the kind of panorama that the governor—or governess—of a planet would have in their office,’” Decker said. 
 
    Yasine cocked her gorgeous head to the side, in that manner that made Decker picture a hunting cat. 
 
    “Hm,” she said, tapping one slender finger against the rim of her glass. “You know, I never thought about it like that.” 
 
    Her voice might have fooled a child, but only if they were a little slow. 
 
    For a second or two, neither of them spoke. The holographic fire crackled. Dimly, the echoing thuds of music reverberated through from the club. 
 
    “You saw me arrive from here?” Decker asked. 
 
    Yasine nodded her head and took a sip of her clear drink. 
 
    “That’s right, darling,” she said. 
 
    She reached down and moved her fingers over the omni-com on her forearm. Up on the gargantuan flexi-screen, one of the space-cruisers in the docking berths on the right side of the window was outlined in green and furnished with a label that read, FORTUNE, along with a box containing its drive, weapons, and crew specs.  
 
    Decker grunted and took a sip of drink. The mellow alcohol that rolled over his tongue leeched some of the tension out of his body. 
 
    “Shit, that’s got to be the genuine article,” he said, holding his glass up to the firelight. 
 
    “Not the best, I’m afraid,” Yasine said. “It’s corn liquor, not proper bourbon—but made from authentic corn grown under the sun of the Feather Nebula.” 
 
    Decker took another sip and let out a sigh. 
 
    Yasine tapped her omni-com, and the outlined image of the Fortune grew large enough to watch the engineers working on her landing gear. Yasine made a tutting noise. 
 
    “She’s seen better days, James,” she commented. “She could do with a lick of paint, no?” 
 
    Zizara Yasine was the only person who called Decker by his first name. He was fairly certain that only about thirty percent of his crew even knew he had a first name. 
 
    “She might look a little rough,” Decker said, “but that works to our advantage. I’d be willing to wager she’d outrun almost every other ship docked on Dracone if she had to.” 
 
    “And outgun?” Yasine asked. 
 
    Decker shrugged. “She’s no warship, but she can hold her own for the work we do. You know that, Yasine.” 
 
    Decker drained his drink and waggled the glass at the beautiful woman. “You know a lot about me it seems. Like my drink of choice.” 
 
    Yasine shot back the rest of her own drink and motioned for Decker to help himself to the decanter. Not one to pass up real liquor when it was offered, Decker got to his feet, took Yasine’s glass, and busied himself at the side table. 
 
    “What’re you having?” he asked. 
 
    “Water,” Yasine replied. 
 
    Decker had to smile at that. The woman was a born apex predator. It wasn’t in her nature to do anything that might inhibit her judgment or reflexes. Especially during business. 
 
    Once Decker had played the host, handed Yasine her drink, and returned to his seat, the willowy woman continued. 
 
    “I know a lot about you, darling,” Yasine said, running her hand through her short white hair, her all-black eyes reflecting the light of the holographic fire. “I know a lot about a lot of people. It’s what I do.” 
 
    “It was said a long time ago that the only true wisdom is knowing you know nothing,” Decker said. 
 
    Yasine raised an eyebrow. “I didn’t take you for a philosophical man, Captain Decker.” 
 
    Decker gave a one-shouldered shrug as he stared into the incredibly realistic flames. 
 
    “My father taught me a lot. He liked to read. Had a whole library of stored data files of all the ancient works.” 
 
    “Hm. Well then, perhaps he told you that, while there’s a certain humble romance to that saying you just trotted out, the fact is that we all know lots of things. Any fool can know something, you see, darling—a thousand years in the void has accrued us a lot of knowledge. The hard thing is not to know, but to understand.” 
 
    “And you think you understand me?” Decker asked, swallowing another mouthful of the liquor. 
 
    Yasine smiled at him across the fire. “Perhaps as much as anyone you’ve ever met in the last ten years or so.” 
 
    Silence enveloped them once more. 
 
    “Is that why you asked me for this meeting?” Decker asked. “Because you understand me? Because you think you might be able to manipulate me into doing something for you?” 
 
    Yasine pouted. “Manipulate is such a loaded word, James dear. I much prefer to think of myself as an engineer of outcomes.” 
 
    Decker snorted and ran a hand across the stubble of his shaved head. The hair hissed under his callused and scarred fingers. He took another sip of his drink, his gaze locked on the flames. 
 
    “Do you like it?” Yasine asked him suddenly. 
 
    “Like it?” Decker asked, glancing up into the onyx eyes. 
 
    “The fire.” 
 
    Decker nodded. “It’s relaxing.” 
 
    “Yes, it is, isn’t it? And look at this marvelous little addition I made to the software.” 
 
    She reached down, tapped her omni-com, and then flicked her finger toward the fire. A holographic log appeared in the air, as if she had tossed it, and tumbled into the fire.  The image adjusted itself, and flames of the blackened logs licked up the fresh wood, as if it were real. 
 
    “Yeah, very nice,” Decker said. “And no doubt I’d be all for cozying up and swapping stories of days gone by with you, while we toast mycoprotein wieners on long forks, if it wasn’t for the sneaking suspicion I have that this is all part of how you get me to do what you want me to do.” 
 
    “Darling,” Yasine said, pouting her plum lips yet again, “that level of cynicism doesn’t become you.” 
 
    “Did I get it wrong?”  
 
    “Only the part about the wieners, Captain Decker,” the woman replied, a coquettish inflection in her voice. 
 
    Decker drained his drink and rested the tumbler on the arm of the sofa. Then he leaned forward and fixed his blue-green eyes on Yasine. 
 
    “What’s the job?” he asked. “What’s the purse? And why me?”       
 
    Yasine set her water carefully down on the arm of her own sofa and regarded Decker with a sable stare. 
 
    “I asked for you because, while I believe I understand you to a certain extent, there is something very particular and unique about you, something that sets you apart from about ninety-nine percent of those who come through Dracone.” 
 
    “And what’s that?” 
 
    “You, Captain Decker, are a good man.” 
 
    “Tell that to the assholes laid out on your carpet out there,” Decker said, nodding toward the door that led back out into the club. 
 
    “Oh, you can handle yourself, certainly,” Yasine said, “but so can many of the space pirates and bounty hunters that swagger though the doors of the Cateran Supper Club. No, your prowess has never been in doubt. Your reputation though, amongst those who have voyaged with you and worked under you, is what most interests me. The cliché ‘firm but fair’ is constantly bandied about with nauseating frequency, darling. You’re a man who is not adverse to taking risks, but you don’t take them pointlessly. From what I have gathered, you’re all about the bounty, but not to the extent of sacrificing a crew to get your hands on it. Luck, if you are inclined to believe in such a thing, goes with you.” 
 
    Yasine pointed at the holographic fire. “To me, darling, you sound like the one bounty hunter in the system who has the right mix of fortitude and good sense to kiss the fires of fortune without burning your lips.” 
 
    With a few easy strokes of her long fingers on her omni-com, Yasine changed the holographic of the fire. Flickering flames morphed into the image of a woman, portrayed from the waist up.  
 
    She was slim and dressed in a strange one-piece body suit that shimmered like polished carbon fiber even in the holograph. Her hair was the color of ripe corn and hung about her shoulders, framing an oval face that was set with cobalt blue eyes. 
 
    “Who is she?” Decker asked, his eyes fixed on the image of the pretty blonde woman. 
 
    “She goes by the name of Lorelei,” Yasine replied promptly. 
 
    “What did she do?” 
 
    “Do?” Yasine asked. 
 
    “To merit a bounty,” Decker said. 
 
    Yasine shot Decker an inscrutable look with her all-black eyes. 
 
    “What a strange question for a bounty hunter to ask,” she said softly. 
 
    A slight frown had furrowed Decker’s forehead. He rubbed absentmindedly at his stubbly jaw. 
 
    “It’s just… I don’t know… She doesn’t look the type,” he said after a moment. 
 
    “The type?” Yasine asked. “There is no type in this game, darling, you know that. After all the scum you’ve tracked and captured across this system and, not to mention the ones beyond it, you should know that people will employ people hunters for a thousand reasons. It’s only if you’re very lucky that the reason is something as mundane as revenge.” 
 
    Decker grunted noncommittally. 
 
    “Besides,” Yasine said, uncrossing and recrossing her long legs, “knowing what she has done is not part of your job. It’s not even part of my job. All that concerns you and I is the money. And there is a significant deal of money riding on this.” 
 
    She tapped her omni-com once more, and a figure appeared under the image of the woman called Lorelei. 
 
    Decker blinked and looked up at Yasine, who was watching him impassively. 
 
    “Four million credits?” he asked. 
 
    “That’s right, Captain Decker.” 
 
    “You’re sure?” 
 
    Yasine raised her shapely eyebrow in a, ‘you don’t have to believe me for me to be correct’.  
 
    “Of course you’re sure,” he said. “It’s just that’s the biggest bounty I’ve ever seen. Four million creds for a single track and retrieve…” 
 
    “It’s the largest bounty that the Unofficial Consortium of Bounty Hunters has ever been offered,” Yasine said casually. “By quite some margin I might add.” 
 
    “What do her records look like?” Decker asked. “You’ve got her biometric indicators, interplanetary wayfaring log and all the other bits and pieces, right?” 
 
    A small smile was playing around the beautiful woman’s plum-colored lips. With a few more deft movements of her fingers on her omni-com, she said, “I’ve sent you everything I have on Lorelei, darling. Have a look.” 
 
    Decker opened the file. 
 
    “There’s fuck all here,” he said. “Barely a damn thing.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Yasine agreed. 
 
    “What—?” 
 
    “Lorelei has no records. None at all.” 
 
    Decker digested this. He had learned to mask his emotions pretty effectively during these kinds of meetings, but it took focused effort to stop himself running his hand perplexedly over his shaved head. 
 
    “That’s either a very good thing,” he said. “Or a really, really fucking bad one.” 
 
    “A summation and conclusion I’d be inclined to share with you, James,” Yasine said. “Another drink?” 
 
    “I think I ought to,” Decker said, holding out his glass. 
 
    As Yasine did the honors at the side table, Decker scrolled through the data set that was, apparently, all he had to go on. He had his omni-com project the information as a holograph in front of him so that he could more comfortably analyze it. 
 
    “Last seen on Perus,” he muttered to himself as he expanded the available data file on the planet. “Well, well, I’ve actually visited this shithole once before.” 
 
    “Is that right?” Yasine said, placing his drink down on the arm of his sofa. 
 
    Decker shook his head bemusedly. 
 
    Of course she already knew it, he thought. 
 
    “It’s a bit of a dinky little planet—a fucking backwater at the ass end of nowhere, and that’s waxing lyrical about it,” Decker continued, perusing the limited information available to him. “There used to be a lithium mine or refinery, or some such there, but it proved to be a bust. No civilization to speak of. Perus is a good place for outlaws to hide, so it makes sense that this woman would hole up there.” 
 
    His eyes skipped through the file again. He frowned. 
 
    “Says here that she was last believed to be aboard a crashed ship,” he said. 
 
    Yasine leaned back and spread her arms along the back of the sofa. 
 
    “I’ve a contact on Perus who says that he was unable to find any sign or hint of a crashed ship, and he had some fairly advanced scanners at his disposal,” Yasine said. 
 
    “Then how did you know she was last seen on a crashed ship?” 
 
    She smiled widely, showing off her set of perfectly white teeth. The implant in her temple flashed briefly. 
 
    “Ah, darling, you do pick up on the subtleties, don’t you?” she said. “Yes, this man of mine had been unable to find anything. Then I received an encoded message, beamed through a number of trusted satellites, from him. He said that he feared his communications were jeopardized, but if I was able to send a team, then he would be able to give them the coordinates of where he believed this bounty to be laid up.” 
 
    “If you’ve got a man on the ground,” Decker said, “then why not just send him along to get the girl himself?” 
 
    “He is not like you, darling,” Yasine said simply. “With a prize of this magnitude, I cannot risk my one man trying to bring her in. If he were to fail…” 
 
    “Yeah, you wouldn’t want four-million creds just waltzing off planet, would you?” 
 
    “Quite.” 
 
    Decker closed his omni-com and leaned back in his chair. 
 
    “We’re meeting in private,” he said, “but I presume that this contract isn’t guaranteed to be exclusive, is it?” 
 
    “No, I don’t think this will remain a secret for long, if rumor of this bounty isn’t out already,” Yasine said. “If unforeseen elements do raise their heads, I assume that you can be relied upon to deal with them?” 
 
    “You didn’t just cherrypick me for my sparkling conversation and rugged good looks, did you?” Decker asked dryly.  
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I assure you then that my crew and I will try our utmost to deliver this prize. I’m of the opinion, if you’re going to try your hand at something, you go all the way.” 
 
    “That was something I was sure about you and your Stone Wolves,” Yasine said, with a contented nod of her head. “You’re not one of those bounty hunters who makes a habit of burning bridges by not delivering on promises.” 
 
    “Twice as hard to build bridges you’ve burned,” Decker said. 
 
    Yasine’s black eyes narrowed as she scrutinized him from across the fire. The implant in her temple glowed with a bioluminescent blue light. Not for the first time, Decker wondered exactly what the woman saw when she looked at him like that. 
 
    “Look at you, James darling,” she said. “You’ve only had your feet back on solid ice for a few hours and you’re already chaffing to be away again.” 
 
    Decker shrugged. How could he explain to this woman that there was no other feeling like chasing down a bounty across a star system, often at faster than light speeds. How could he articulate that when he was out in the void with the Fortune and her crew of misfits, it was like being all alone with the gods, traveling through an endless night that flamed with starfire.  
 
    He did not have the words to tell her that the trans-galactic chase made him feel like he was riding lightning straight to a perfect moment. It was the only good fight there was, in his mind. 
 
    “It’s what I do,” he said. “What I’ve always done.” 
 
    Yasine nodded, pleased, as if he had passed some final test. 
 
    “I’ll send you what you need to know about my contact and where to meet him,” she said. “As for the various security agencies that like to concern themselves with the business of the Unofficial Consortium of Bounty Hunters, I should be able to keep this off their desks and lidar for the time being, so you get a head start. But with a bounty this size…” 
 
    “Yeah, we’re bound to run into some competition on Perus if we don’t hot-foot it,” Decker said. 
 
    “Precisely, darling.”  
 
    “Well, I guess this is the part where I formally accept the bounty, isn’t it?” 
 
    Yasine smiled. “Lovely,” she purred. “Just think what you’ll be able to do to the Fortune with a share of four-million credits.” 
 
    Decker grunted, knowing the turn the conversation was about to take. 
 
    “As for the splitting of the take,” Zizara Yasine said, just as Decker had suspected she would, “I am open to negotiations.” 
 
    Decker looked across at the gorgeous woman, with her mop of unruly white hair, black eyes, and air of complete command. He puffed out his cheeks and then drained his drink. 
 
    “Damn,” he said, “I’ve got a feeling we might be here a while.”
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    It took the better part of the rest of the night for Decker to round up the crew of the Fortune, a feat that was akin to the herding of some particularly liquored up cats. Even with the help of Rosa Hawkes, who was the least intoxicated of the six-person crew, it took hours to corral them all back to the ship. Although, even with everyone aboard, Decker couldn’t allow them to go through the undocking procedures half-drunk. 
 
    After a solid five-hours sleep, a few cups of the caffeinated brown water that passed for coffee on board the Fortune, and a cocktail of amphetamines and enzymes that helped to break down the alcohol still in their systems, the crew assembled on the astrogation deck. It was here that Decker spent most of the time that he didn’t spend on the main control deck, along with the Fortune’s chief navigator, Girrath. 
 
    With his newly sober half a dozen crew members doing their best to appear at least half alert, Decker launched into the explanation of the new job. 
 
    “We couldn’t have enjoyed at least a week on terra firma, cap?” Croaker grumbled, scrubbing a hand through his bright orange hair and stifling a yawn. “There was this lovely lass with green hair back at the Cateran Supper Club. I think she might’ve been willing to do all sorts of bad things to me if I’d been able to get back there tonight.” 
 
    “Man, I wish—and I mean, I wish—that we could have stayed long enough to see you try your luck with her,” Girrath chimed in. Chief navigator was an individual of unrelentingly cheerful complexion and balding pate, and squat stature thanks having been born and raised on the lesser moon of some high gravity planet. 
 
    “Shit yeah, so do I,” Viola Larson said. 
 
    “You do?” Croaker asked suspiciously, stroking his patchy red beard in a way that Decker imagined the engineer thought was quite worldly. 
 
    “Sure,” Viola said, her long dark hair, which was intricately braided, swinging about her head as she looked around at the others. 
 
    “This feels weird,” Decker said. “Normally this crew can be relied upon to oppose any kind of potential sexual conquest by one of their fellows in as embarrassing a way as possible. What gives?” 
 
    Viola’s dark eyes sparkled in her caramel-colored face. 
 
    “Because if Croaker is talking about the green-haired chick I think he’s talking about, it would have only taken him one more night to find out that she was a green-haired dude.” 
 
    Croaker’s jaw dropped. 
 
    “What’re you blathering on about, you mad—?” he started to protest. 
 
    “All right, all right, that’s enough.” Decker raised his hands for quiet. “There are some things, even in this life of continual expansion and high adventure of ours, that will forever remain a mystery. The contents of Croaker’s almost-conquest’s underwear will, I fear, have to be filed away under this heading.” 
 
    There was a chorus of disappointed mutterings. 
 
    Only Rosa, with her arms folded, piercing blue eyes, and her short purple hair coiled into an elaborate coif, looked relieved. 
 
    “As the medical officer on this cruiser, I’d say that I just dodged the mother of all bullets there,” she said. “The last thing I’d want to be doing at some point over the next few days is checking Croaker for anything itchy or pus-filled.” 
 
    Croaker flushed under the gimlet gaze of the intimidatingly attractive medical officer. With his ginger hair and lanky frame, it made him look a bit like an old-fashioned thermometer.  
 
    Before the banter could pick up again, Decker raised his hands for quiet once more. The set of his face must have conveyed the seriousness of what he was going to say next because the crosstalk and wisecracks faded away. 
 
    “This could be a big score for us,” Decker said. “I don’t want to jinx it by saying just how big, or distract your concentration from the jobs you have to do, but the reward could be substantial.” 
 
    He felt the atmosphere sharpen palpably. The mention and idea of a large sum of money, more than any other drug yet known to modern civilization, had the effect of sobering his crew of bounty hunters. 
 
    “What’s the job, cap?” asked the junior engineer, Celeste Iltane. She was a no-nonsense, taciturn woman with tattoos covering her arms and neck and a military-style crewcut.  
 
    Though she technically worked under Croaker, the rest of the crew were fairly certain that she wore the pants in that little working relationship. Croaker had actually made an innuendo-laden gag about her working under him not long after Decker had hired her on. 
 
    There had been a rumor that Celeste had threatened to burn Croaker’s bollocks off with a welding torch and toss them out through an airlock if he made a joke like that again. The gossip had never been directly verified. Least of all by Croaker, who had simply said that he respected Celeste’s skills too much to try anything on with her. This explanation had pretty much confirmed the story true in the rest of the crews’ minds. 
 
    “The job is a simple track and snatch,” Decker said. 
 
    “Alive or dead?” asked Witi Hohepa in a voice as slow and calm and cool as a glacial stream. Witi manned the small sensor deck and also doubled as the Fortune’s chef in the mess. The man was held in high esteem thanks to his skill to turn even the most unappetizing rations into quite palatable and enjoyable meals. 
 
    “Alive. The bounty is forfeit if anything happens to her,” Decker said. 
 
    “Someone’s paying a shitload of creds just to pick up some random chic?” Croaker rasped. “Why?” 
 
    “It’s not our job to know that,” Decker said, parroting what Yasine had said to him. “All you need to know is that I’ll be getting Girrath to chart a course for Perus.” 
 
    He gave a nod to the squat navigator who turned and began manipulating the three-dimensional display of the Myrmidon System. 
 
    “A couple of you—Rosa, I think, and Girrath—have visited this planet with me before,” Decker continued. “It’s the kind of backwater settlement where anything goes. The kind of place where folk are twitchy or nuts enough to shoot first without even bothering to think about asking questions later.” 
 
    Silence greeted these words. It was a thoughtful silence, and Decker was glad about that.  
 
    Too many bounty hunters got swept up in the sometimes beguiling adventurousness of their profession. The bones of those kinds of bounty hunters were lying bleached and dust-blown on the surface of many different words. Not nearly enough of the men and women in the trade ever stopped to consider the precariousness of their existence. In a universe that was only ever a breath away from killing them, their profession was one that walked a tightrope so fine that you could barely even see it. 
 
    “We reach Perus, we touch down, we meet a contact of Zizara Yasine. He’s going to fill us in on the target’s location,” Decker said. “After that, we’re on our own.” 
 
    He studied his crew. All eyes were on him, except for Girrath, of course. He was plotting their course for Perus. 
 
    “We’ve accepted the contract,” Decker said. “You all know what that entails. We’re fucking Stone Wolves, aren’t we? And that means—” 
 
    “—no retreat, and no surrender!” six voices bellowed in unison, their cheers ringing around the metallic confines of the space-cruiser. 
 
    Decker allowed himself a half-smile. 
 
    “Too fucking right,” he said, clapping Croaker on the shoulder. “Now, everyone get strapped in and let’s get off this rock.” 
 
    Being a surface-to-orbit ship, the SC Fortune had an edge over the flashier, more well heeled bounty hunting outfits that rode about in state of the art starships. Those vessels packed enough firepower to reduce small planets to gravel,  could carry enough supplies to last years out in the void, and had room to house a hundred crew comfortably. However, their size meant they had to be parked in orbit and their crew had to be ferried on site by smaller shuttles or landers. 
 
    The Fortune on the other hand, could take off under gravity, break orbit, enter jump-space, and then re-enter an atmosphere and land. 
 
    Once they had been cleared by the Dracone port authority, Decker fired the thrusters and the Fortune took off. It didn’t take them long to blast through the thin, freezing atmosphere of Dracone. 
 
    “I love this part of flying,” Decker said, his voice coming out as a juddering stutter thanks to the hexad of thrusters powering the Fortune through Dracone’s almost perpetual blanket of gray, snow-filled clouds. 
 
    “Why’s that, cap?” Rosa asked, her eyes flicking over to Decker before going back to the readouts in front of her. The sexy purple-haired woman was not just a qualified medic, but also the co-pilot. 
 
    “Because you just know, in a matter of seconds…” Decker said. 
 
    With a suddenness that soothed Decker’s nerves like a warm cloth across the brow, the space-cruiser ripped through the final cloying threads of atmosphere with one last roar, and all sound dropped away. 
 
    “… it’s going to be a goddamn beautiful day,” Decker finished. 
 
    Before them stretched the beautiful, infinite depth of the star field of the Myrmidon System. 
 
    “Shut down the thrusters, Rosa,” Decker said. “Let’s just coast for a few minutes while we check the drive and make sure the reactor isn’t playing up.” 
 
    “You got it, cap,” Rosa said, tapping a screen to her left and shutting them down. “You want to initiate artificial gravity?” 
 
    “Not yet,” Decker replied. “Let’s wait till we’ve burned and are at cruising speed.”  
 
    Once the pre-jump checks were complete, Decker hailed everyone through the comms and told the crew to make sure they were ready for faster than light, which meant being strapped securely into their adaptable gel-filled bracer seats. 
 
    “All right,” Decker murmured to himself, savoring that special feeling of coming adventure and the unknown fooling through his chest, “let’s go and get this done.” 
 
    “Fucking A, cap,” Rosa said. 
 
    Decker engaged the reactor and opened up the drive.  
 
    The journey was, as traveling through jump-space went, relatively short. Once they were gliding smoothly through jump-space, with the Fortune’s computer crunching the minute calculations needed to stop the space-cruiser and all of its crew being turned into mist by an asteroid belt or a small moon, Decker activated the artificial gravity. 
 
    “Girrath?” he said into his omni-com, “are you making the trip two and a half hours up there in astrogation?” 
 
    “That’s right, Captain Decker,” the navigator affirmed. 
 
    “Give me a heads up when we’re five minutes out,” Decker said. 
 
    “As you say, Captain Decker,” Girrath said. 
 
    Now that the artificial gravity had been initiated, Decker unbuckled himself and pushed himself up. The captain’s seat squeaked in protest as he got to his feet. 
 
    “Goddamn seat,” he said. “All this technology at our fingertips and neither Croaker nor Celeste can figure out how to make this fucking chair stop its damned squeaking.” 
 
    Rosa laughed. “We can’t have it all our own way, cap. The universe can be a real pain in the ass like that. There’s always something out of our control, always some wrench ready to throw itself into the works, so you may as well get used to it.” 
 
    “What pessimistic son of a gun told you that?” Decker grunted, bringing up a report on the amount of tungsten-steel gauss rounds they had left in the aft-mounted railgun. 
 
    “That was you, sir,” Rosa said, trying her best to hide a smile that could have probably stopped the bar fight in the Cateran Supper Club all on its own. 
 
    Decker looked down at the woman sitting in the co-pilot seat. Just how the hell someone as intelligent and drop-dead gorgeous as Rosa Hawkes had come to work for him was something he had wondered about on numerous occasions.  
 
    At the time that he had taken her on, business had been booming. He had been so busy that he’d only really noted the fact that she was a former medic for one of the privately-owned galactic security companies that made a living guarding interstellar freighters. 
 
    By the time he’d realized how properly, strikingly attractive she was, Rosa had already proved herself in combat more times than he could count. She was vicious, clever in battle, and had no qualms about popping a bad guy’s head with a coilgun round if they so much as looked at her funny. 
 
    Decker suddenly realized that he had been staring at the blue-eyed woman far past what was appropriate. He cleared his throat, made a show of checking the ammo in the railgun hidden in the nose of the Fortune, and then asked, “Coffee?” 
 
    Rosa nodded. “Sure, cap. Might as well take advantage of a little downtime before the fun beings, eh?” 
 
    “Fun? Shit, that’s one way to put it.” 
 
    “C’mon, are you telling me that, if you had to pack the bounty hunting game in, you wouldn’t miss all this good stuff?” 
 
    “Racing a mixed bag of psychopathic and idealistic bounty hunters to a usually dangerous, more often than not strung-out target, who’s on the run for who knows what reason, while flying through the most hostile environment that man has ever known all in the hope of being rewarding with enough creds to patch the ship and pay the crew so that we can do it all again?” Decker asked, in one long exhalation of breath. 
 
    “That’s right,” Rosa said, grinning at him. 
 
    Decker put a hand on her shoulder, gave it a companionable squeeze, and then walked off to make the coffee. 
 
    “Now that I say it,” he said over his shoulder, “it does sound pretty fucking fun.” 
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    The former lithium mining colony of Perus looked like a forlorn skeleton of the community it must have been when they’d thought the deposits to be deep. The simple buildings lay sprawled in a random meandering pattern, like trash cast away by a giant’s hand. Where there had once thrived a hopeful settlement, was now nothing but a desiccated starveling colony. 
 
    An unforgiving flat pan of wind-scoured desert stretched all around them. The only deviation in the landscape was to the south, where a low range of orange hills marched like the blunted teeth of a rusting saw blade.  
 
    As Decker and Rosa dropped the shuttle out of orbit, with a cracking boom that Decker knew would have every local within earshot looking up, he scanned at the sprawling township on his screen. He spotted scrap-metal buildings, as well as those constructed with bricks of compressed dust or soil. With Rosa handling the manual control of the shuttle, he pulled up some of the scope images on one of the displays in front of him. 
 
    Zooming in, he noticed the spires and stretched polymer sheets of water reclaimers, as well as holes in the earth that looked like primitive wells. Dust rolled through the main streets of the town. A few moving specks turned out to be hover-bikes, no doubt powered by solar-charged cells. Decker also recognized some of the old-school, but incredibly durable, variety of mining rovers that sported caterpillar tracks. 
 
    “And that there is where I think our contact is,” he said to himself. “Does that look like the local dive to you?” 
 
    He enlarged the section of the town he had been spying on and sent the image sliding over to one of the screens in front of Rosa. The blue-eyed woman gave it a cursory glance. 
 
    “Made out of an old starship, huh?” 
 
    “Looks to be,” Decker agreed. “An old ore-hauler if the lidar images are anything to go by.” 
 
    “By far and away the most long-lasting structure in this craphole?” Rosa said. “Yeah, I’d wager that’s the bar, all right.” 
 
    Decker murmured his assent. “On a planet like this, I imagine it plays the role of town hall, tavern, hotel, and court.” 
 
    “You know what that means, don’t you, cap?” Rosa asked, making a minute adjustment to the thrusters and sliding her finger down a screen to lower the landing gear.   
 
    “Yeah, I know what that means,” Decker said, rubbing his chin with his thumb. “It’s where the who’s who of town assholes is going to be.”  
 
    Decker took a series of pictures and had the onboard computers construct a three-dimensional map, which he then had uploaded into the HUD of his tactical contact lenses. He highlighted a few key structures, including the bar that he was meant to meet Yasine’s contact in. 
 
    “Set her down a couple of klicks out of town, Rosa,” Decker said. “Then meet me in the armory. I’m going to get the others ready. I want to keep the Fortune locked up as tight as a drum. As soon as we touch down, we’re in a hostile zone and on mission, okay? We’ll head out through the larger of the extendable airlocks, not the cargo bay.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Rosa said, flashing him a quick wink. 
 
    Is it just me, Decker thought, or am I getting some serious flirting vibes off her? Has it always been that way? 
 
    As he passed through the automatic sliding doors between Fortune’s compartments, Decker gave himself a mental shake. There’d be time to dwell on all that interesting stuff later.  
 
    Right now, it was time to work. 
 
    Two minutes after landing, Decker and the rest of the ship’s complement were in the armory making the final adjustments to their gear and weapons. The soft clack and click of magazines being checked and battery packs being inserted was the only sound in the spartan metallic chamber.  
 
    Each member of Decker’s carefully picked crew wore the same shock suits; body armor that covered a person’s torso, the sides of their necks, their shoulders, and their thighs. Shock suits were the bread and butter of combat defense. They were, essentially, a form of liquid body armor technology. 
 
    The body armor plates consisted of five thin sheets of synthetic material, the middle layer of which was soaked in a special shear thickening fluid. The fluid hardened in less than a blink, when it underwent a high velocity impact or sudden stress. The design made it thin enough to be worn under other clothes, which helped keep low profiles if that was desired. 
 
    “Everyone suited and booted?” Decker asked. 
 
    There was a chorus of answers all along the lines of, “Yes, cap.” 
 
    “Pulsers, laz-blades, and coilguns are the weapons of the day,” Decker said. “You all know the drill. Set your pulsers to incapacitate. Only fire if fired upon. Yadda yadda yadda. I don’t particularly want to kill anyone today, but if it comes down to it, then don’t hesitate.” 
 
    Decker looked around at the assembled men and women. In flight, they might have each had their own designations—engineer, navigator, comms officer—but, once they touched down, all of them were, without exception, bounty hunters.  
 
    They might muck around and give each other shit, but Decker knew that as soon as they set foot outside the airlock, each could be relied upon to put foot to ass if need be. 
 
    The faces looking back at him were set and calm, as if carved from granite. When Decker caught Croaker’s eye, the ginger-haired man gave him a sharp nod. 
 
    “This is a hole of galactic outlaws,” Decker continued. “Most steal money or goods, and I haven’t really got anything against that, but some of these motherfuckers might be out to steal lives—namely ours. Some might have bounties hanging around their necks, and such folk are skittish and trigger happy.”  
 
    “Stay sharp everybody,” Viola Larson summarized. 
 
    “That’s right,” Decker said. “We’re here because it’s our job. It’s how we fill our pockets. Remember though, there isn’t much of a living in dying. Any questions?” 
 
    “We’re walking in, cap?” Witi Hohepa asked. 
 
    Decker nodded at the big man leaning casually against a bulkhead. Witi had some strong pacific island blood somewhere back in his ancestry, and as placid and kind as he tended to be, he was also built like a brick shithouse. 
 
    “That’s right. We walk in. It’s less obtrusive that way. Rosa will stay with the Fortune. We find out what we need to know and get out again. If things get a little… kinetic, I’ll call Rosa in for a quick pick up.” 
 
    “What’s the atmosphere out there?” Girrath asked. 
 
    “Probably going to be a tough crowd,” Croaker quipped. 
 
    “Breathable,” Rosa replied to Girrath’s, rolling her eyes as Viola Larson made a ba-dum-bum-tss noise and mimed playing the drums. 
 
    “Any more questions?” Decker asked. 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “All right then, let’s get to the airlock and go get this shit done,” Decker said. 
 
    The town of Perus looked even more dilapidated and shitty up close. A pervasive wind blew through the surrounding desert, forming dust devils in the street and stinging the exposed faces of the crew. 
 
    Decker led the way, while his five crew spread out behind him in a loose V. Unsurprisingly, their presence drew a lot of attention from the local inhabitants, even though they were careful to keep the coilguns slung at the sides.  
 
    “Getting a lot of chary looks fired our way, Captain Decker,” came Girrath’s polite and cheerful voice through the tiny flesh-colored earpiece looped into Decker’s ear.  
 
    The communication device picked up the vibrations that passed through the manubrium bone at the top of the sternum and turned them into words. A person could keep their voice as little more than a murmur and still be heard by the rest of their team.  
 
    “Yeah, well as long as they fire nasty looks and nothing else, that’s fine with me,” Decker muttered back. “Just keep your wits about you, we’re almost there.” 
 
    The HUD displayed on Decker’s tactical contact lenses guided him and his team all the way to the front door of the bar where Yasine had told him her contact would be waiting. 
 
    At the front door, Decker stopped. 
 
    Not because he wanted to, but because his progress was blocked by a couple of gentlemen. Clad in ragged coats with stained and tattered bio-suits underneath, they may as well have had ‘petty thug’ laser cut into their foreheads. One was long and lean, the other short and mean. 
 
    “Just looking to get inside, friends,” Decker said. His voice was as flat, calm, and cold as a fresh fall of snow on a mountainside. It was a testament to the stupidity of the two men that they failed to spot the avalanche-sized threat in his tone. 
 
    “Who are you, eh?” the tall one asked in a guttural accent, flicking a disdainful finger at Decker’s aviator’s jacket. “You a hunter, eh? We no like hunters here, man.” 
 
    “Unless them pay our special hunter tax, eh,” said the short one, whose face was a picture of several different virulent skin diseases. 
 
    Decker peered around as he silently prayed for patience. His eyes alighted on something. A smile touched his lips. 
 
    “You know what’s amazing, fellas?” he asked, cutting through the unimaginative tough talk being supplied by the two goons of the door. 
 
    The short one stuck his bulbous chin out at Decker and narrowed his eyes. 
 
    “Civilizations’ progress has seen us invent and refine things like fusion reactors, interstellar travel, planet-killing missiles, stealth camouflage, and all sorts of other incredible tools, instruments, and devices,” Decker said amiably. “But, during all that technological expansion, you know what has remained a constant?” 
 
    “What’s that, bro?” the tall thug sneered, his hand sliding to where Decker guessed some sort of edged weapon was kept under his coat. 
 
    “A wrench is still a wrench,” Decker said. 
 
    With a speed and surety that left the two men in front of him hanging in the breeze, Decker bent down and snatched up the heavy, rusted pipe wrench he had spotted leaning against a pole. With savagely easy swings, he cracked first one and then the other across their faces.  
 
    The second meaty crack had barely faded away before the first man hit the floor. 
 
    Dropping the pipe wrench to the dirt, Decker said, “Girrath and Celeste, you wait out here. Make sure no enterprising souls run for back-up, and ensure neither of these two idiots makes trouble.” 
 
    Celeste nudged the lanky thug with a foot. 
 
    “I think this guy might be dead, cap,” she said in a matter-of-fact voice. “And this one is snoring with his eyes open.” 
 
    “Well, just keep an eye on things, yeah?” Decker said. “The rest of you, come with me.” 
 
    The reaction that greeted Decker, Witi, Viola, and Croaker when they stepped through the swinging doors of the saloon was about a cordial as Decker had imagined. The desultory chatter died, the snap of dominos being slapped down ceased, and the bar patrons’ hands all drifted south to where their pistols sat on their laps or tucked into their belts. 
 
    Decker and his crew looked around. The room was dirt floored, where half of the stricken spacecraft was buried in the desert. The ceiling had once been the starboard bulkhead. 
 
    “Relax those sphincters, girls and boys,” Decker said. “We’re just here for a drink.” 
 
    Making sure to keep their hands where the visibly suspicious clientele could see them, Decker stepped up to where the barman stood eyeing them from behind the metal counter. He was an ugly man with twitchy, rodent-like eyes. 
 
    “So, what’re you drinking?” the barman asked, his ratty gaze flickering over the body armor and coilguns. His tone was light, friendly, and laced with the kind of quavering cowardice of those who’d sell their own grandmothers for a handful of credits. 
 
    Decker leaned forward, resting his elbows on the scarred counter. In the dim haze of LED lights set into the ceiling, the scars across his shaved head stood out as fine white lines against the brown hair. He tapped his omni-com, which he had fasted to the outside of his jacket. 
 
    “I don’t want a drink,” he said. “I’m looking for someone.” 
 
    “Thought as much,” said the barkeep, with a little nervous laugh. “I thought you might be bounty hunters the moment you walked in. I got to say, I’m surprised my two lads at the door didn’t try and—” 
 
    “They did, mate,” Witi said. 
 
    The barman looked up at the big man, with his dusky skin and short dreadlocks. At the usually kind eyes that were now as dull and hard as marbles. He swallowed.  
 
    “This person I’m looking for goes by the name of Shepherd,” Decker said.  
 
    He swiped up on the omni-com, and a small holograph of Shepherd appeared. He was a nondescript  man with a small goatee. 
 
    Decker watched the barkeep as he squinted at the picture. The man was clearly bricking himself. Fat beads of perspiration had sprung up on his forehead. Although his eyes were on the hologram of Shepherd, it was plain to Decker that the man was staring through it.  
 
    “I’m sorry, friend, but—” the barkeep began. 
 
    Decker held up a hand. The barman’s words stopped as if they’d been snipped off in mid-air. 
 
    “Really?” he asked quietly. 
 
    “Uh, really what, sir?” the bartender asked. His skinny chest was rising and falling discernibly under the bio-suit that he had open at the neck.  
 
    Decker sighed through his nose. 
 
    “The problem with being a liar is,” he said, his odd green-blue eyes boring into the face of the bartender, “is not that you can’t be believed—because I can see through you like you’re made of crystal—but that you can’t believe what anyone else says.” 
 
    Decker leaned closer and cropped his voice to a whisper, while behind him Witi, Larson, and Croaker kept their eyes on the tavern’s crowd. 
 
    “But you better believe me when I say that if you don’t tell me where this man is in the next five seconds, I’m going to walk out of here nice and calmly, get back in my ship, and then strafe this shithole with plutonium tipped railgun rounds—you ever seen what a solid piece of tungsten traveling at eight and a half-thousand feet per second does to a human body?” 
 
    The bartender didn’t so much as shake his head, but his face had gone a moldy gray color. 
 
    “It’s not pretty,” Decker said conversationally. 
 
    “No,” the bartender said. 
 
    “So? Where’s my man?” 
 
    The bartender squeezed his eyes shut. Then he opened them and nodded in the direction of a pneumatic service door at the far end of the bar. 
 
    Decker turned to Witi. “You stay here with Larson,” he said. “Croaker, with me.” 
 
    Stepping with the heavy, resigned tread of a man ascending the steps of the guillotine, the barkeep led the way through the door behind the bar. As soon as it slid shut behind him, Decker drew his pulser and pressed the flat muzzle into the small of the thin man’s back. 
 
    “Show me,” he said. 
 
    The barkeep, his breath coming in the wheezy heaves of someone on the verge of nervous collapse, led Decker and Croaker down a corridor. The man stopped before a door secured with a gene-lock. He turned and looked beseechingly at Decker. 
 
    “Open it,” James Decker commanded. 
 
    While Decker held him by the collar, the sweating barkeep slid his thumb into the gene-lock. Behind Decker, Croaker casually slid his coilgun from his shoulder and turned to face the way they had come. 
 
    With a soft hiss, the door slid open. 
 
    Decker shoved the barkeep inside and followed, his pulser raised. 
 
    He stopped. His eyes traveled slowly around the room. Over the floor. Across the ceiling. 
 
    “Cap?” Croaker called. “Cap, are we good? Have we found our boy?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Decker said slowly. “Yeah, we’ve found him.” 
 
    He lowered his pistol, but didn’t holster it. 
 
    “Most of him anyway.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The bartender made a soft little squeaking noise when Croaker entered the room, shoved his forearm into the thin man’s throat, and pressed him to the wall. Only once he had done this did the ginger-haired bounty hunter glance around. 
 
    “What a bloody mess,” he said. 
 
    “That’s one way to put it,” Decker replied, slowly taking in the small office the three of them were standing in. 
 
    Blood was splattered absolutely everywhere. Streaks and sprays on the walls spoke of the gushing of severed arteries, but most of it was flecked artistically over the floor and onto the ceiling. 
 
    Chunks of flesh, varying in size, were scattered carelessly around the room. Larger pieces of anatomy—a foot, a shoulder and upper arm that had been neatly jointed from the torso—sat on a gory heap on the desk. 
 
    In the chair behind the desk sat the dismembered and partly skinned torso of  Zizara Yasine’s contact. 
 
    “They flayed him alive,” Croaker observed dispassionately. 
 
    “That they did, Croaker, that they did,” Decker said.  
 
    He turned around in a circle and paused at the wall behind him. 
 
    “Oh, look,” Decker said, his voice dripping with grim sarcasm, “there’s the skin they peeled off him. Looks like they used some kind of heat gun to melt it onto the wall.” 
 
    “Not my favorite wall-piece, cap,” Croaker said as the bartender let out a little whimper. 
 
    Alongside the unspeakable mound of body parts sitting on the rickety desk, Shepherd’s head stared at the door. Decker could tell it was Shepherd because of the stupid little goatee that whoever had murdered him had left on his face. One eye looked like it had been stirred up with something sharp, while the man’s nose had been neatly sliced away, leaving only a couple of bloody holes. 
 
    Shepherd hadn’t been so much killed, as he had been methodically butchered. 
 
    “Can you smell that, Croaker?” Decker asked. 
 
    “I can smell a lot of things, cap,” Croaker said. “Blood, shit, split guts.” 
 
    “No, it’s the smell of… barbecue.” He looked over at Croaker. “Whoever did this was cauterizing Shepherd’s wounds as they went. I guess they were questioning him while they fileted him to pieces, and were trying to keep blood loss to a minimum.” 
 
    Croaker ran an eye over the ceiling. “Didn’t do a very good job of it in the end, did they?” 
 
    I’ve seen this before, Decker thought. But best make sure my hunch is right. 
 
    “What the fuck happened here?” Decker asked, rounding on the pinned barman. 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re—” 
 
    Decker held a finger up under the bartender’s nose. The bartender’s gaze went cross-eyed locking on it as if he was staring at the sizzling edge of a laz-blade. 
 
    “Please don’t tell me you don’t know what I’m talking about,” Decker said. “Not when I’m literally standing in what appears to be…” He looked down, cocked his head to one side and then the other. “Would you say that’s a bit of spleen, Croaker?” 
 
    Croaker glanced at the floor. He frowned slightly. 
 
    “Looks more like a kidney to me, Captain Decker. Or liver, maybe? To be honest, all the squishy, slimy bits look the same to me. Looks important, though.” 
 
    Decker turned back to the barman. 
 
    “What happened?” he repeated, touching Croaker on the shoulder in a sign for the other bounty hunter to ease his grip on the skinny landlord. 
 
    The bartender sucked in a panicked wheeze. 
 
    “Th-th-they came in here late last night! Came knocking on the back d-door. I opened it, and they burst in, d-demanding to see th-th-this man here,” the bartender stuttered, his ratty eyes popping, tears and sweat mingling on his ashen face. “Th-they were after information, but not from me. From him.” He pointed at the head on the desk. “Once I showed them where h-he was, they told me to get about my business and leave them to it, unless I-I-I f-fancied joining this p-poor fuck. Anyways, I l-let them into the office. The door c-closed. And that was that. The room’s soundproof for… Well, it’s f-f-fucking soundproof. I d-don’t know whether this p-pal of yours gave anything up. All I know…” 
 
    The barkeep shuddered and closed his eyes. 
 
    “What?” Croaker asked, tapping the man hard in the forehead with one finger to refocus his attention. The bartender jumped. 
 
    “All I know is who killed him, all right? Not why! I d-don’t know shit about why,” the barman gabbled. “They killed him for whatever he knew. I would’ve got r-rid of the mess, but I ain’t b-been able to get anyone to remove the body because they’re all terrified senseless of-of-of… them.” 
 
    “Of who, goddamn it?” Croaker rasped. 
 
    “Thraxians,” said Decker, at the exact same time as the barman said the word. 
 
    Croaker stiffened. He looked from the bartender he had pinned to the wall to Decker. 
 
    Decker nodded. “I think the sniveling little bastard is telling the truth. I’ve seen this kind of gruesomely meticulous work once before. It was the Thraxians then, too.” 
 
    Decker ran a hand across his head and pinched the bridge of his nose. 
 
    “Shit!” he cursed. “What the fuck are the Thraxians doing mixed up in this?” 
 
    The Thraxians were a conquering, war-waging species that prized conflict, feats of arms, and triumph by any means necessary above all else. They were humanoids, about twice the size of the average man, hailing from a homeworld with gravitational force reportedly double that of most terrestrial planets.  
 
    Evolution had made the green-skinned warriors faster and stronger, more resilient and more agile than men and women like Decker and his crew. They were born and bred to fight for the glory of their homeworld, Thrax, and subjugate as many worlds as they could.  
 
    They also had a rather nasty inclination for human flesh, which, Decker suddenly realized, explained why there was more of Shepherd’s skin lying around than meat to wrap it around. 
 
    “I heard they’ve been expanding their domain for the last few years, cap,” Croaker said, eyeing the door nervously. “Conquering smaller, weaker planets and crushing the inhabitants—we’ve all heard that shit. What the fuck are they doing here?” 
 
    Decker shook his head. “I don’t know. But anything those psychotic flesh-eaters are embroiled in probably doesn’t bode well for the rest of us.” 
 
    Decker pointed at the bartender. “Let him go. Then go outside and tell the others that I want them ready to leave ASAP.” 
 
    “What’re you going to do, cap?” Croaker asked in his gravelly voice. 
 
    “I’m going to see if there’s anything around here that the Thraxians might’ve missed.” 
 
    Croaker looked like he would have preferred to stay and watch his captain’s back, but did as he was asked. 
 
    When the other two men had left, Decker made a hurried inspection of the grisly scene. He wasn’t squeamish—bounty hunting was not the sort of gig that invited anyone with a weak stomach—but even he was taken aback by the level of brutality on display. 
 
    He gave the scattered, torn, shredded, and peeled body parts of the late Shepherd a cursory glance, but didn’t think he’d find much there. He looked around for the man’s clothes, but either he’d been stark-ass naked when the Thraxians came to call, or the hulking savages had removed his clothes and possessions to go through at their leisure. 
 
    After a futile five minutes, Decker stood up and looked around. There really wasn’t much to the room.  
 
    It had about as much stuff in there as he might have expected of the office of a backwater dive like this. The only piece of solid furniture was the desk, and its drawers had already been turned out by the Thraxians. The only things remaining in them was a selection of Shepherd’s severed toes, the knuckle bones gleaming an obscene white from the dull pink flesh. 
 
    The desk was a heavy old thing, with a polycarbonate top that was scratched and cracked under the congealed blood. Using the end of a broken broom, Decker cleared the hunks of flesh off the desk. 
 
    “Nothing,” he muttered, roving his gaze over the surface of the desk. 
 
    He tapped it a few times, trying to see if there was still life in it, but the interactive surface remained dark and dead. Running out of ideas, Decker pushed aside the chair with Shepherd’s dismembered torso.  
 
    He ran his fingers along the underside of the desk, until he felt the selection of ports he’d thought would be there. Pulling a retractable cord from his omni-com, he connected his device to the desk and ran a diagnostic on it.  
 
    He was rewarded with an error message on his wrist-mounted device, which basically told him that the thing he had connected the omni-com to was dead. 
 
    “Shit,” he said, and kicked the desk. 
 
    The desk… 
 
    Going on gut instinct, Decker grabbed the edge of the heavy piece of furniture and heaved it over. It toppled over with a crash, revealing an uncleaned underside. 
 
    Completely dusty, except for in one spot. 
 
    There, carved into the high density polyethylene, were a set of numbers that could only be coordinates. 
 
    “Would you look at that,” Decker whispered, copying the coordinates into his omni-com and sending them to Rosa, along with a message to meet them in the Fortune on the outskirts of Perus. “I do believe that’s what they call a breadcrumb.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Decker faced no resistance on leaving the bar, or the shitty outlaw town in general. This came as a great relief, because, after finding the butchered remnants of Zizara Yasine’s contact and the hastily scratched coordinates under the desk, Decker had been seized by an urgent feeling in the pit of his stomach that things were about to get very interesting. And not in a good way.  
 
    The less time they spent faffing around and taking down rambunctious lowlives the better. 
 
    As they waited for Rosa to land the space-cruiser on the outskirts of the town, with their heads bowed to protect their eyes from the stinging blasts of dust whipped up by the landing thrusters, Croaker’s voice came over the comms. 
 
    “Captain Decker,” he rasped. 
 
    “Croaker,” Decker replied. 
 
    “If Thraxians were here recently, and they’re tracking the same bounty as we are… Um, cap, what the fuck are we going to do?” 
 
    Decker felt the ground shudder through his boots as the Fortune touched down, its thirty-ton bulk settling smoothly on the freshly gel-filled shock attenuators. Grit hissed and pattered against his shock suit. 
 
    “Opening extendable airlock,” Rosa’s voice came over the comms. 
 
    “Roger, Rosa,” Decker said. He raised his head a little as the thrusters diminished from an ear-splitting roar to simply a deafening whine. 
 
    “We’ve got the coordinates, Croaker,” Decker said as he motioned his team to hustle to the Fortune. 
 
    “So?” Croaker said. 
 
    “So we’re one step ahead of the Thraxians, man,” Decker replied. 
 
    “With all due respect, cap,” Viola Larson said, “we don’t know that the Thraxians didn’t pry the coordinates from Shepherd before they pulled him apart.” 
 
    “Point taken,” Decker said as he led the way into the tight confines of the extendable airlock. “But we’re not going to know that until we get there.” 
 
    “We’re still going?” Celeste asked. 
 
    She was a tough cookie, but even she couldn’t quite keep the note of nervous dubiety from her voice.  
 
    “Only if you want your cut of the bounty,” Decker replied.  
 
    As his team squashed themselves in around him, Decker was very aware of a certain frisson stirring his crew up. 
 
    “Look, I get it,” Decker said as Girrath hit a button and the airlock door closed, “the Thraxians are…” 
 
    “Thraxians,” Viola finished. 
 
    The floor beneath their feet lurched as the short elevator lifted them into the belly of the Fortune. 
 
    “Yeah, they’re fucking Thraxians,” Decker said. “Nasty bastards with a nasty reputation. I’ll tell you this though, they die just like anything else.”  
 
    As the door of the airlock opened and Decker led the way out into the cargo bay, Croaker said, “I’m just saying, cap, and I don’t think I’m the only one thinking this, but I don’t much fancy any part of a plan that sees us going head-to-head with Thraxians.” 
 
    Decker turned and saw the fear flickering in the depths of Croaker’s eyes. He didn’t blame the man. Croaker had never had to tangle with the Thraxians before—the same as the rest of them. All he had to go off were the boogeyman-esque stories and the rumors. Only Decker had seen a Thraxian in the flesh, and that had been a dead one. 
 
    “Look,” he said, clapping the man on the shoulder, “think of it like this; if the Thraxians got the coordinates out of Shepherd, then they’re already there. Chances are they would have been and gone already, and this whole fucking mission has been a waste of time. If they didn’t get the coordinates, then we’re home and dry and free to see whatever it is we’re going to see.” 
 
    “Are we doing this, Captain Decker?” Rosa called down from the control deck. “It’s only about a twelve minute flight time if we punch it in this atmosphere. Looks like these coordinates take us into those hills we saw when we were coming in.” 
 
    Decker looked hard at Croaker, and then around at the rest of the bounty hunters gathered in a half circle around him. 
 
    “Shit yeah, we’re doing this,” he growled into his medallion mic. “We didn’t come all this way just to fuck spiders. I’ll be up in a second.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Fifteen minutes later, Decker was leading his team into the mouth of, what the lidar on the Fortune told, was a cavern network located under the hills that lay south of Perus. 
 
    This time, Croaker got the ship duty. He had been a little embarrassed to be the one to stand guard on the control deck after the conversation he had had with Decker, but Decker hadn’t given him any stick. Rather, he’d told the man that someone needed to stay with the Fortune, things being a little dicey. May as well be him if his head wasn’t fully in the game. 
 
    “It’s not like you’re sitting the game out, Croaker,” he’d told the red-haired man. “If the Thraxians do come knocking, it’s going to be up to you to give us the warning so that we can get out of here alive.” 
 
    The coordinates had, obviously, only led them to the point at where they were to start their search. Thankfully, the light detection and ranging scanners on the Fortune were sophisticated enough to have been able to construct a three-dimensional map of the cavern system.  
 
    This turned out to be a godsend, as the caverns branched this way and that and might have held them up for days had they been required to search manually. 
 
    They headed for a large space within the cavern system. It was the only place where Decker could see a starship being able to comfortably set itself down after negotiating the wide, but twisting, subterranean canyon they were walking through now. 
 
    “You said this chick was supposed to have been on a space-cruiser, right?” Rosa asked quietly, holding up her omni-com in front of her. 
 
    “That’s right,” Decker said. “Why?” 
 
    “Only, I’m getting no biological readouts,” Rosa said. She slung her coilgun over her back for the time being and flicked through some menus. “No heat signatures. Nothing that so much as hints at a spacecraft coming through here.” 
 
    Decker frowned. “Stealth tech?” he guessed. 
 
    Rosa shrugged.  
 
    When they were out of sight of daylight, Decker tossed down a small puck. Eight little legs extended from the rangefinder, and it scuttled off ahead of the group. It was programmed to head to where lidar had detected the open space and tell the crew how long it should take them to get there. 
 
    “No bio readouts,” Viola said. “Still.” 
 
    “That’s good, as far as Thraxians go, right?” Witi asked. 
 
    Before Decker could answer, a dull warmth flaring through his forearm alerted him to an incoming message on his own omni-com. Looking down, he saw that the rangefinder had come to a halt. 
 
    “We’ll find out soon enough,” he said. “We’re three minutes away.” 
 
    On rounding the final bend in the network of wide, cathedral-high snaking caverns, Decker and his crew suddenly came to face what they’d been seeking. 
 
    “Holy shit, there it is,” Celeste said, her usually belligerent features going slack with surprise. 
 
    “There it is, yeah,” Rosa said. “But, what is it?” 
 
    “What the hell are you talking about, Hawkes?” Larson asked. “It’s a ship. What the hell else could it be?” 
 
    “I can see it’s a ship,” Rosa retorted, “but it’s like no ship I’ve ever come across. Not according to any of the scanners we’ve got access to.” 
 
    Decker flicked through his omni-con’s scanners. Rosa was right. There was nothing there according to radar, no heat signature, no drive recognition, even the lidar, which should have been bouncing lasers off any solid object, came up blank. 
 
    “What the hell…?” he whispered to himself. “It’s like it’s not even there. Like it’s a damn—” 
 
    “Ghost ship,” Witi Hohepa said. 
 
    The ship didn’t just appear—or not appear, as the case was—on their scanners like no other vehicle any of them had ever come across, it also looked nothing like any other vessel Decker had ever seen. 
 
    Most space-cruisers fell into two camps so far as design went. Commercial vessels were usually entirely practical and ugly as sin, while gunships and other military space-cruisers were built to look intimidating and impressive.  
 
    Depending on whether or not a particular vessel was constructed to leave microgravity also determined what they looked like. Obviously, a ship like the Fortune, which went from surface to orbit, needed to be aerodynamic and have the correct power to weight ratio. A freighter built in microgravity could come in any configuration its owner wanted, as it would never have to deal with the pull of gravity or atmospheric friction. 
 
    This ship, though… This ship Decker could only describe as being ornate and organic.  
 
    To his eyes it looked stitched together, like it had been made of synthetic, carbon-fiber muscle tissue. At a glance, it was constructed of no separate plates. It might have been a smidgen less than twice the size of the Fortune; perhaps forty or fifty meters with a tellurian weight of ninety tons. An ashy black and gray color, it almost looked like a sleeping creature, rather than a dormant machine. 
 
    Decker led the way forward, his coilgun pressed snuggly to his shoulder, the barrel moving in continuous arcs as he scanned the ground. When they were twenty yards or so from the strange space-cruiser, he halted his team. 
 
    For a few seconds, all of them just scanned the hulking mass of insanely advanced engineering. 
 
    “Well?” came Croaker’s discordant voice over the comms. “What the hell is going on in there? Are the video feeds coming off your coilguns all frozen, or some shit?” 
 
    “Might be beneficial if you were to button your lip, Croaker,” Girrath said quietly. “I think the captain is just figuring out what our next step should—” 
 
    There was a gentle hiss from the ship.  
 
    Instantly, coilguns were wedged to shoulders, and the gang of bounty hunters adopted a half-crouched combat stance. 
 
    “Easy, it’s just an extendable airlock,” Decker said. 
 
    “What now?” Viola asked. “I’m not going to lie, I know we’ve been in some tight spots, but this place gives me the willies, man.” 
 
    “Sorry to tell you this, Larson,” Decker said, flashing a dry smile at her, “but I think that’s our cue.” 
 
    The small team stepped into the mystery ship’s airlock. As soon as Witi, walking at the rear, had drawn his boot inside the chamber, the hatch closed and drew them smoothly up into the belly of the ship.  
 
    No one said a thing, but each of them adjusted their grips on their coilguns. Decker recognized the attitudes of five people preparing themselves for a fight. The extendable airlock elevator slowed and stopped. The doors slid open.  
 
    James Decker, leading his squad of bounty hunters, stepped out onto what looked to be a typically utilitarian engineering deck. 
 
    As they crept along cautiously, Rosa stuck her face up to a couple of the small, high windows set into the doors. At one, she paused and murmured, “Looks like this thing runs on a fusion drive. I can see what appears to be one big-ass laser array in there, but it’s of a design that doesn’t look quite familiar.” 
 
    The inside of the ship, much like the outside, was familiar in its layout, but otherwise bizarre. There was a strange seamlessness to everything. Where there should have been welding marks in the bulkheads and interior plating, were no signs of any joins or fabrication. 
 
    “It’s almost like this thing is made out of a single huge cast or something,” Decker said quietly. He reached out and ghosted his fingers across the metal surface of a workstation, as they climbed a ladder and made their way through a comfortable-looking crew deck. 
 
    “There’s just no such thing though, cap,” Viola said. The woman had her long, dark, braided hair tied up, as she always did in combat situations. She sounded nervous. 
 
    “I know it wouldn’t work on paper, what with the way a ship has got to adjust in heat and cold,” Decker replied. “I just can’t see how the hell else it could’ve been built. There’s no riveting, no sign of fusing. Nothing.” 
 
    They proceeded through the ship, heading onward to where Decker’s instinct was telling him the control deck would be located.  
 
    “This looks like some highly advanced gear,” Rosa breathed as they made their way through what had to be a med bay. “I’d love to have a poke around in here.” 
 
    “Later,” Decker said. “Maybe. First thing’s first, let’s secure the bounty, if she’s still here.” 
 
    “You don’t suppose the Thraxians would have just left this ship here, do you, sir?” Girrath asked politely. 
 
    “Maybe they couldn’t figure out how to fly it?” Witi suggested. 
 
    Decker palmed a panel, and a door slid open to reveal another ladder that ran up to a hatch above.  
 
    He couldn’t get over how perfectly smooth everything was. How perfectly tailored it was to high-G maneuvers. There were no sharp or hard edges, which he reckoned was to mitigate accidental damage to the crew. He couldn’t shake the feeling that the ship looked almost more like it had been grown than built. 
 
    “That’s not the Thraxians way, kids,” he said as he reached for the first rung. “They wouldn’t just leave something they couldn’t figure out untouched. They would have tried to destroy this cruiser, rather than let someone else potentially have it. Hell, they would have scuttled it and blown it to smithereens for fun.” 
 
    They moved slowly and carefully up the ladder, through the hatch, and out into an area that Decker instantly recognized as the main control deck. It was, to his militaristic bounty hunter’s eyes, so far as such a functional space could be, beautiful. 
 
    Gleaming, smooth workstations of matte gray were surrounded and looked over by banks of dark screens. Before them, seats hung from the ceiling with gimbaled arms. There were banks of switches and levers, the functions of some of which Decker thought he recognized. 
 
    “Flight deck looks like it’s through those atmos-doors ahead,” he said. 
 
    With his team behind, Decker padded as silently as his boots would allow on the metal floor and touched another panel to open the doors. 
 
    The flight deck was of the same streamlined efficiency and cleanliness as every other part of the ship. Two seats hung in front of banks of controls and two enormous curved screens that Decker knew to be the central instrument and data panels. 
 
    “All right, Stone Wolves, it’s clear,” Decker said. 
 
    “Where the hell is the bounty?” Celeste asked. 
 
    “That,” Decker replied, slinging his coilgun over his shoulder, “is a good question.” 
 
    The team poked around for a little while. However, nothing on the main control deck gave any clue as to whether anyone had ever set foot in there, let alone the blonde-haired woman they were hunting. 
 
    “What do you want to do, Captain Decker?” Girrath asked in his jovial voice. “Do you believe combing the ship from top to bottom might be advantageous?” 
 
    Decker considered this. 
 
    “Just hang about for the time being,” he said. “The ship itself might be able to tell us who was on it and when. I’ll try to access the logs.” 
 
    Since the only way onto the main control deck was via the way they had come, Decker set Viola and Witi to guard the door. The rest of the team slumped into chairs and tried not to dwell on what the Thraxians might do if they turned up unannounced. 
 
    Decker walked over to where the captain would sit and cast his gaze over the controls. The layout was foreign, but an obvious central control panel sat between the two chairs, accessible by both the captain and his second.  
 
    It was a strange set-up, reminding him of a hand-shaped gene-lock. Only, instead of inserting a single digit into a slot, it appeared the user could slip his whole hand into a glove-shaped indent. 
 
    Throwing caution to the wind, Decker leaned forward and slid his hand into the central console.    
 
    At once, the ship came to life.  
 
    Rivers of neon blue light flashed out from the central control panel that Decker had awoken, swirling across the screens and banks of controls and bringing them to life, pulsing through the fibers of the ship like bioluminescence. 
 
    The sound of his companions reaching for weapons came to Decker’s ears, and he put out a placating hand. 
 
    “Easy,” he said. “I think I just found the on-button is all.” 
 
    A thickening stream of light continued to pour out of the center console and across the ceiling. At a point in almost the exact middle of the control deck, this glowing rivulet halted, condensed, and then beamed downward.  
 
    Within seconds, it had formed into the neon-blue shape of a person. A woman.  
 
    Within a few more seconds, the colors filled in, revealing that the woman was attired in a strange, figure-hugging carbon-fiber body suit, not unlike the ship’s exterior. As a final touch her blonde hair was filled in.  
 
    The rivulet of life died, leaving the woman standing as solid and as real in front of Decker as any of his crew members. 
 
    “Holy fucking fuck,” Witi said succinctly. “Is that…?” 
 
    Decker nodded. He had recognized the woman—or whatever she was—as soon as she had taken shape. 
 
    It—she? Decker thought— was the bounty. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “We found her. We’ve found Lorelei.”  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A host of questions fizzled into the forefront of Decker’s mind upon the apparition of Lorelei. 
 
    What is she? 
 
    What is going on? 
 
    Is this some kind of insane AI operating system? 
 
    Who would put out a bounty on someone who, while they may look completely solid and real in every way, had just been constructed from light? 
 
    Witi beat all of these questions though, by repeating his own in a slightly louder voice. 
 
    “Seriously, cap,” the big man said slowly, “what the fucking fuck?” 
 
    Decker held up a hand to quiet Witi. His blue-green eyes were locked on Lorelei.  
 
    For her part, Lorelei returned his stare unblinkingly. There was no hostility in it. Only a frank interest as she ran her blue eyes over him, from the soles of his feet to the crown of his head. Hers was a singularly penetrative stare, and gave Decker the disquieting impression that the woman was seeing right inside of his mind. 
 
    “Who are you?” he asked her. 
 
    “I am Lorelei,” Lorelei said. 
 
    “Helpful,” Rosa said, in a small voice.  
 
    “Who put the bounty on you?” Decker asked. 
 
    Lorelei tilted her head to one side and regarded Decker with that x-ray gaze of hers. She was pretty, there was no denying that, regardless of whatever she might be.  
 
    “You’re the bounty hunter,” she said. 
 
    “That’s right,” Decker replied. “We’re all bounty hunters.” 
 
    “But you are the bounty hunter. The one that I’ve been waiting for.” 
 
    “Waiting for?” Decker asked, his brow furrowing in confusion. “What do you mean waiting for? Do you know who put the bounty on you?” 
 
    “Yes, of course.” Lorelei smiled a small, warm smile. “I put the bounty on myself.” 
 
    Croaker, who seemed to have been listening to this conversation over the open comms, said sardonically, “I guess that’ll make bringing her in a lot easier.” 
 
    “You put a bounty on yourself?” Decker said. “Why would you do that?” 
 
    “Because I needed an organic creature to pilot me,” Lorelei told him without hesitation. 
 
    “Oh right, obviously,” Viola said under her breath. “She needed someone organic to pilot her. Why the fuck didn’t we guess that?” 
 
    “Without sounding indelicate,” Decker said. “What do you mean by pilot, uh, you?” 
 
    “I am a symbiote,” Lorelei said. 
 
    There was silence. Decker looked around at the blank faces of his team. 
 
    “Right, well, we’re confused, honey,” Rosa said. “How about you treat us like the idiots we might feel like right about now and give it to us in layman’s terms?” 
 
    Decker nodded. 
 
    Lorelei gazed serenely from one team member to another. Her attention came to rest on Decker. 
 
    “I am a symbiote,” she repeated. “That is what I am. Just as you are humans.” 
 
    “And you need someone to pilot your ship? That’s why you put a bounty on yourself?” Decker asked. 
 
    “It will take too long for me to explain in detail the true and intricate nature of myself. However, it may help you to think of me as being the ship. The ship and I are one. This physical form, which I am able to take only within the confines of the vessel, is a complex projection of part of my being.” 
 
    “She is the ship,” Viola said. 
 
    “Intriguing,” Girrath said with genuine excitement in his voice. 
 
    Decker held up his hands once more for quiet. The hubbub died down. 
 
    “Why did you instigate a hunt on yourself?” he asked again, emphasizing each word, as he battled to keep his patience in the face of the sanguine woman. 
 
    “Because I require your help, James Decker,” she said. “I—and my people, the symbiotes—are being hunted by the Thraxians.” 
 
    “Why?” Decker asked. 
 
    “Because we possess a lost technology that the Thraxians are desperate to get their hands on, so that they may wield it for their own foul purposes,” Lorelei said, still in that same calm voice. 
 
    “Okay, okay, you need our help, fine. And you put a bounty on your own head because you’re unable to leave the ship to go for help and, what’s more, you need someone—one of us—to pilot you. That’s about the shape of it, right?” 
 
    “Correct,” Lorelei said. 
 
    “And the Thraxians—some of, if not the, most ruthlessly efficient hunters and killers in the Myrmidon System—are actively seeking you and the rest of your fellow symbiotes because they want to get their claws on some fantastic tech that you’ve developed, correct?” 
 
    “Yes,” Lorelei agreed happily. 
 
    “Okay,” Decker said slowly, puffing out his cheeks, “then let me ask you this. What—?” 
 
    “I fear that the time for questions will have to wait,” Lorelei said, a note of apology creeping into her voice. 
 
    “What? You’re in no position to give us orders, girly. You might have put a bounty on your own head, but we’ve found you now and we mean to collect,” Violet said bluntly. “Why isn’t there time—?” 
 
    Lorelei had tilted her head to one side and appeared to be listening with her eyes closed, and her serene voice cut across Violet’s harsher tone. 
 
    “They are here.” 
 
    A siren blared. 
 
    “What the hell is that?” Decker asked. A trickle of something electric and visceral had leap-frogged up his spine and was tingling at the nape of his neck. It was a tingle synonymous with the approach of a shitstorm. 
 
    “Radar has detected incoming hostiles,” Lorelei reported. 
 
    “How can you possibly know they’re hostiles without looking at the scopes, miss?” Girrath asked. 
 
    Lorelei was saved from answering by Croaker. The ginger engineer’s voice came over the shared comm channel, distorted and made slightly tinny by the cliffs of stone that separated them.  
 
    “Uh, I think we have a problem, cap,” he said. “A potentially quite enormous and painful problem.” 
 
    “Do you want me to guess, or are you going to spit it out, Croaker?” Decker asked. His eyes were fixed on Lorelei, who watched him with a kind of detached interest. 
 
    “The Fortune’s radar has identified the reactor signature, as well as the general design of the incoming ship, as being Thraxian, cap,” Croaker said. 
 
    “Shit,” Decker said. “Just when I was starting to think this was going to go smoothly for once.” 
 
    “When has anything ever gone smoothly or to plan for us, bossman?” Witi asked. His voice was light, but Decker could see the worry in his deep, honest eyes. 
 
    “How long ‘til they’re on us, Croaker?” Decker asked. 
 
    There was a brief pause. Decker could practically see Croaker checking and confirming the readouts on the Fortune’s radar display. 
 
    “Thirty-two minutes, cap,” Croaker said. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” Viola said. “Shit, shit, shit.”    
 
    “I’d like to second Miss Larson’s assessment of the situation, Captain Decker,” Girrath said. His perpetual cheer had taken on a waxy cast, and a bead of sweat rolled down beside his brow. 
 
    Hell, they’re not up for this, Decker thought. It’s one thing to stand fast against a shipload of space pirates, or have to fight your way out of a gang hideout during a prisoner extraction, but Thraxians… 
 
    “Look.” Croaker’s voice tightened. “You said it yourself, cap. There’s not much of a living in dying. We’ve all heard the tales. Thraxians can’t be talked down. They can’t be bargained with, reasoned with, or asked to take a fucking chill pill! I vote we get off this rock, set the drive to burn, and tell Yasine that we were too late to find this weird chick who thinks she’s a ship—or ship who thinks it’s a fucking chick!” 
 
    A sudden pressure on Decker’s muscular forearm drew his gaze down. Lorelei’s slender, pale fingers had taken him by the arm, their touch just as real as anything else in the room. His gaze ran up the woman’s arm, taking in the subtle contours of the muscles in her forearm and her biceps under the tight carbon fiber-gray skinsuit. 
 
    “I need your help, James Decker,” she said, when his eyes locked with hers. “You’re a bounty hunter, are you not? This is what you do. This is what you are.” 
 
    Decker didn’t know whether it was because the woman was strangely compelling, or because what she said was the truth distilled, but he felt himself giving into her. They were there, weren’t they?  
 
    They had come this far. How hard could it be to smuggle this woman out of there and claim their fortune? 
 
    “Look, cap,” Celeste Iltane said, coming to stand bullishly in front of Decker and putting her hands on her hips, “I like a good fight as much as the next chick. I like money. But what I like better than both of those things is not getting dead.” 
 
    “I agree with the lesbian, cap,” Croaker said down the comms channel. 
 
    “Fuck you, copper pubes,” Celeste retorted. “I swear, I’m going to—” 
 
    “I said I’m with you, goddammit!” Croaker squawked hoarsely. 
 
    “I’m not that keen on getting flayed myself, Captain Decker,” Girrath piped up. 
 
    Decker looked at Viola Larson and Witi Hohepa. 
 
    “Captain, I don’t mind staying for a fight that we might win, but Thraxians…” Witi said. 
 
    “There’s no money worth hanging around for that shit, cap,” Viola said. “I’m sorry, but I just didn’t sign up for this. It’s just… No.” 
 
    “Sorry, cap, but I say we get gone, you know,” Witi said. 
 
    Decker looked around at his crew. Seemed like there was only one way this was going to go. 
 
    “What about the motto: no retreat, no surrender, huh?” Rosa Hawkes asked unexpectedly. 
 
    Decker had almost forgotten that she was there, standing unobtrusively as she was, leaning against a bulkhead. 
 
    “You want to stay?” Croaker asked down the radio. “Are you fucking nuts?” 
 
    “If the rest of you leave now, you have no right to speak that motto, nor to call yourselves Stone Wolves,” Rosa said, straightening up and coming to stand next to Decker. 
 
    The four other crew members, Girrath, Viola, Witi, and Celeste exchanged glances. 
 
    “That’s fair enough,” Celeste said. “I don’t think you’ll find any of us arguing about having to renounce our claim as Stone Wolves, so long as Decker gives all of us leave to get the hell out of here.” 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere,” Decker said, his voice low and even and his eyes on the floor. 
 
    The others stared at him. 
 
    Decker raised his head. His eyes were utterly inscrutable. For a moment, every person on the control deck of the strange ship felt themselves hanging in uncertainty. 
 
    “But, that doesn’t mean I’m not going to let you leave, if that’s what you want,” he said. 
 
    There was no sound, but a collective group sigh of relief seemed to emanate from the very souls of those gathered in front of Decker. 
 
    “Rosa is right though,” Decker continued. “The moment you set foot outside that door, you’re no longer Stone Wolves.” 
 
    Girrath nodded, Witi bent his head, and Celeste bit her lip. 
 
    “Look we can handle that, but I still don’t see how we’re going to get out of here on foot, not if you’re staying,” Viola said, urgency coloring every word. 
 
    “Take the Fortune,” Decker said. “Call it a loan. From now on, you fly under your own bounty hunting colors, but as payment for the ship, I want one fifth of any bounty you receive.” 
 
    “You’re franchising the Fortune?” Croaker gasped in Decker’s ear. 
 
    “Call it whatever the fuck you like, but the crux is that you take the ship and pay me a percentage of whatever you make in her, okay?” Decker said. “We haven’t got time to make anything official here and now, so I’ll settle for the word of each of you.” 
 
    “You have mine, cap,” Croaker said at once. 
 
    “And mine, Captain Decker,” Girrath said. 
 
    “Mine too, boss,” Witi said, nodding his head. 
 
    “And mine,” Celeste added. 
 
    “You’ve got my word as well,” Viola said. 
 
    “What about you, Rosa?” Decker asked. 
 
    “You don’t need mine, cap,” Rosa said, going back to leaning on the bulkhead. “I’m sticking with you.” 
 
    Decker would have liked to ask the purple-haired medic why, but there really wasn’t time for that. He settled for nodding his appreciation at her. 
 
    “Why’re you doing this, cap?” Croaker asked. 
 
    Decker shrugged and scratched at his stubble. “What else am I going to do? I’m going to try and fly this thing out of here and claim the bounty I came to find. I’m not going to let you pay with your lives just because you’re not up for it. That’s not who I am.” 
 
    “No,” Girrath said, clapping Decker on the shoulder, “you’re a real Stone Wolf.” 
 
    He turned away, and Witi stepped forward to shake Decker’s hand. 
 
    “Nah, you ain’t a Stone Wolf, bossman,” he said. “You’re the Stone Wolf.” 
 
    Decker snorted, squeezed the big man’s hand, and then dropped it. “Yeah, I’m sure that’ll be a real comfort when the Thraxians have scooped out mine and Rosa’s insides and are wearing us like a fucking coats.” 
 
    “Speaking of which, guys,” Croaker said down the open comm channel, “we’ve got twenty-eight minutes until they’re here, how about you dump anything heavy and get your asses back here pronto. The Fortune’s got plenty more guns and there are no enemies between you and the ship. Let’s boogie.” 
 
    Decker made a shooing motion. “Get the fuck out of here.” 
 
    “You sure you’re going to be okay, cap?” Celeste asked as she unslung her weapons and placed them on an empty workstation. 
 
    “I’ll be fine.” Decker nodded his head sideways at Rosa. “I’ve got the medic, remember.” 
 
    The crew dumped their gear in a corner of the control deck and scuttled off in record time. Before they left, Rosa and Decker handed over their medallion mics and their matched earpieces. 
 
    “They belong with the Fortune,” Decker said simply. 
 
    Witi, who was the last out through the hatch that led down to the deck below, stopped halfway. 
 
    “Good luck, bossman,” he said. 
 
    Decker grinned his half-smile. “Luck. I’ve only ever seen that son of a bitch rear its head in games of hearts and the occasional hand-grenade. Get the hell out of here, Mr. Hohepa.” 
 
    Witi grinned and ripped off a satirical salute. 
 
    “Yes sir, Captain Decker, sir,” he said, and disappeared down the ladder. The hatch slid shut after him. 
 
    Once they were gone, Decker turned to Lorelei. 
 
    “Right,” he said. “Now what? This thing still flies, right?” 
 
    “Yes, the ship is quite space-worthy,” Lorelei replied. 
 
    “Then, let’s get the hell out of here,” Rosa said. 
 
    “First I require you to bond with me, James Decker,” Lorelei said. 
 
    “Okay, and how the hell do we go about doing that?” Decker asked. 
 
    “As I said, in order to pilot me, to pilot the ship, I need to bond with an organic creature.” 
 
    Without so much as batting an eyelid, or giving any kind of indication of what she meant to do next, the woman in the gray-silver bodysuit stepped up to Decker and kissed him full on the mouth. 
 
    It was a wonderful kiss, cool and gentle as a summer breeze. Decker felt himself immersed in a warm bath, if only for the few seconds the kiss lasted. 
 
    When Lorelei broke away, Decker opened his eyes. He hadn’t even been aware that he had closed them.  
 
    “Uh,” he said. 
 
    He looked at Rosa, but the medic seemed just as stunned. 
 
    “So, by bond you meant…?” he said. 
 
    “We should procreate now,” Lorelei said, her eyes not leaving his face, but glittering with a new and—if Decker had been required to pin an adjective to it—excited light. 
 
    “We’ve just met,” the veteran bounty hunter blurted. 
 
    Lorelei gave him a shy smile and cocked her head to the side once more. 
 
    “It does not seem so very difficult,” she said. “The penis goes into the lower orifice, does it not?” 
 
    “Wow, I’m going to… I’m just going to… I’m going to go,” Rosa said, turning. 
 
    Before Decker could call her back, Rosa had disappeared through the door. It might have been his imagination, but Decker could have sworn she was smiling to herself. 
 
    “Come, James Decker,” Lorelei said. “There is little time for us to complete our bond.” 
 
    Decker’s brain had no chance to even think of a response to this, let alone voice it. As he watched in disbelief, the gorgeous blonde apparition didn’t so much undress as she simply shed her clothes. 
 
    Any doubt as to the raw sexuality of the woman, whatever kind of construct she might be, quickly vanished as Decker’s eyes roved over her naked form. He could see the slight gooseflesh covering her shoulders and chest. Her perfect pink nipples stood to attention, though whether that was due to the coolness of the control deck’s climate or arousal, Decker wouldn’t have been able to say for sure. 
 
    As he feasted his eyes on the woman, the symbiote as she had referred to herself as, strutted toward him with a confidence that bypassed his brain and spoke straight to his libido. Despite the insanity of the situation, Decker felt his cock hardening under his bio-suit. 
 
    “Undress,” Lorelei told him. 
 
    Decker did so. Her instruction would have been impossible to resist. Even if he had wanted to.  
 
    The tactical part of his bounty hunter’s brain was reminding him that, as little as he might want it to be, this interaction was on the clock. With the haste of a man who had spent many years having to get his clothes on and off as fast as possible—for a variety of mostly unromantic reasons, such as pressure breaches and poison gas attacks—Decker soon found himself standing as naked as the symbiote. 
 
    When they came together, there was no talking. There was no need. It was all animal urgency; wanton desire and the lust for selfish fulfillment. 
 
    Lorelei pressed her naked body up against Decker’s and kissed him hard, her groin rubbing up against his swelling prick. Running on a dazed automation, Decker’s hand took hold of one of the symbiote’s perky tits. He squeezed, reveling in the feel of the warm flesh under his fingers. Then, his other hand seized Lorelei’s other breast and thumbed her nipple. He had thought it hard before, but was pleased to feel it stiffen further under his ministrations. 
 
    Lorelei moaned into his mouth as the two of them continued to kiss passionately, thrusting her groin harder into Decker’s own crotch and lifting her leg so that the tip of his dick slid delightfully up and down against her wet slit. 
 
    Decker ran his rough palm over the woman’s taut body and slid his finger inside her. She was already slick and ready, as eager as he was to get things underway. 
 
    Suddenly, Lorelei dropped to her knees, her tits brushing Decker’s muscular stomach and thighs. Without warning, she enveloped his prick in her wet warm mouth, and he groaned with satisfaction. The symbiote sucked the tip of his cock between her lips and caressed her tongue around the tip like an expert. 
 
    “I believe this is the forward play,” she murmured around Decker’s pole. 
 
    “Whatever you say,” the bounty hunter gasped.  
 
    Lorelei moved slowly down the length of Decker’s rod, swallowing the whole of it down her throat in a technique that would have had the prized prostitutes of the famed planet Liccade, whose video streams Decker had sometimes perused on particularly long space voyages, taking notes. 
 
    Decker let the symbiote do her thing. The universe knew that he had learned enough in his time traversing the stars to recognize when it was best to let a randy woman do whatever she liked. Who was he, a simple bounty hunter, to argue or get in the way of this gorgeous stranger’s hunger for his cock? 
 
    Lorelei slurped and sucked on Decker’s manhood like she had something to prove to the universe, like she planned on winning him over for reasons he could not fathom. Every now and again, she leaned her head back to spit on the head of Decker’s member and stroke him, while looking up at him with the most seductive eyes he had ever seen. 
 
    After a while, Decker pulled the symbiote to her feet and kissed her, feeling the spit that coated her chin smearing his stubble. His slick cock twitched fervidly as it slid up the inside of her toned thighs. 
 
    Gently, but irresistibly, he turned Lorelei around one-eighty degrees and pushed her against one of the workstations. The symbiote obligingly spread her wonderful legs, reached back with her hands, and opened her asscheeks wide, all the better for Decker to see her glistening, wet pussy in all its glory. 
 
    A distant, logical voice in Decker’s brain was reminding him that she was an apparition spun from light. Meanwhile, his feeling brain drank itself horny on the silken feel of her skin and her thick scent of arousal.  
 
    He was seized by a visceral need to indulge all of his most filthy and base reflexes and repay the favor of the blowjob he had just received. Having long since recognized that his instincts had not led him astray, Decker knelt and spat directly onto the symbiote’s unblushingly exposed womanhood, right between her pussy lips.  
 
    She gasped, then gave a little moan of longing. Without even a single second’s hesitation, the bounty hunter dug his probing tongue into Lorelei’s tight and oh-so-willing sex and began tonguing her like an ice-block that was at risk of melting under a strong and healthy star. 
 
    Decker lost himself wading through the sharp taste of a woman’s arousal as he explored the shape of her lips, her opening, and clit. He suckled and kissed, tongue-fucking pleasant little mewls of pleasure out of her, simply enjoying a face full of gorgeous ass and a mouthful of pussy. 
 
    After a good few minutes, Decker’s cock felt so hard that he might have feared it might shatter like a vibrating crystal, if most of his subconscious brain hadn’t been so worried about being turned to dust by Thraxians. The romantic—well, more like a biologically centered part of his mind—thought that if he didn’t slip it into Lorelei sharpish, he was going to burst. His dick felt as if it was actually vibrating with the need to slide it into the symbiote.  
 
    Pulling his finger out of Lorelei’s sex, where he had been reaching for the elusive g-spot with the age-old come hither technique, and taking his time and teasing her as much as they could both stand it, Decker lined his prick up with the symbiote’s glistening slot. 
 
    “Yes,” Lorelei said simply.  
 
    Slowly, Decker eased his cock into the woman’s tight opening until his nuts were pressed against her clitoris. Then, with equally intense and excruciatingly hard to maintain deliberation, he slid out again. 
 
    Lorelei might have tried to say something, but her words became a garbled string of meaningless sounds. This struck Decker as extremely authentic, all things considered. 
 
    Well, maybe those sounds were not all meaningless. After all, Decker and Lorelei were speaking the most ancient language of all; the articulation that transcended races, planets, and systems. 
 
    No, it was not meaningless at all.  
 
    Decker could just see the side of the blonde woman’s face from his position behind her. Her bright blue eyes were narrowed with concentration, and her teeth were bared in a glorious snarling smile of hunger and rapture. She groaned low in her throat and tried to say something, but it came out as a kind of keening pant. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Decker breathed into her ear, “Thraxians or no Thraxians, we’re seeing this through.” 
 
    Even as he began to lose himself in the glorious sex-fest that the strange and beautiful symbiote and he had kicked off, Decker managed to recall that the two of them were making the beast with two backs for a reason—another reason besides the fact that it was fantastic, of course. 
 
    As the bounty hunter thrust into the slippery confines of the symbiote’s sex, faster and faster, harder and harder, as the two of them got more and more worked up, he spared a brief thought on whether what they were doing was actually likely to help in any way. 
 
    Hell, Decker thought, there are worse ways to go than being caught in the nude with a stunningly hot woman. I could live with going out that way. 
 
    His dick pressed deeper and harder into the clinging embrace of the symbiote’s tight pussy. With every thrust, the stranger let out a little mewling groan of genuine satisfaction. 
 
    “Fill… me… up,” Lorelei gasped as Decker tried to pour himself deeper and deeper into her, as far as he could go. “Complete me, bounty hunter. Forge the bond so that we are one. So that we are whole.” 
 
    Everything took a backseat from there on out. The world faded away around Decker and Lorelei, and the pink mist descended.  
 
    Decker grabbed onto the symbiote’s curvaceous hips, while she held onto the workstation for support, and he rammed into her again and again and again. The slap of flesh, of his nutsack smacking against her clitoris, and their ragged breathing were the only sounds in the otherwise silent spaceship. 
 
    Lorelei’s generous tits swayed about as Decker fucked her from behind. Every now and again, he would slide his hands up her taut sides and grope them, squeezing the nipples to elicit moans of high-pitched delight. 
 
    She might have been packing a pair of breasts that would have made most other women envious, and most men stop and stare, but the symbiote’s body was as slender, graceful, and as tightly muscled as a dancer’s. Decker was a large, muscular man himself, and he felt like he could almost have gotten his hands around the woman’s entire waist if he’d cared to try. As delicate as she looked, Lorelei was clearly not averse to being treated rough.  
 
    On the contrary, she appeared to absolutely get off on it. 
 
    “Yes… Yes!” Lorelei said in a broken voice, forcing the words out through gritted teeth. “I… feel it!”  
 
    With a suddenness that took both of them by surprise, Decker’s and Lorelei’s orgasms hit them with the force of a breaking storm. 
 
    Lorelei let out a low, breathy wail. Her legs shook and sagged, and almost buckled as she slumped on the workstation. Decker continued to thrust mercilessly in and out of the symbiote, lost in the haze of the moment, even as they fell off the brink of their climax together.  
 
    With a soft grunt of gratified release, the bounty hunter let himself go. A couple of ropes of cum sprayed over Lorelei’s toned thighs, as his prick popped momentarily free of the silky confines of her pussy, before he rammed it back home and clasped her tightly to him. 
 
    Before long, it was over. The pair’s bucking, pulsing movements slowed and stopped.  
 
    They remained pressed against one another for a few long seconds, Decker’s pelvis glued to the symbiote’s lusciously tight behind, while the woman leaned heavily on the cool surface of the workstation. Then, moving as if by unspoken agreement, both man and woman slid down onto the floor together. 
 
    With a sigh of contentment that was mirrored by the woman curled against him, Decker slipped his cock out of Lorelei’s slick, wonderful cleft. He closed his eyes and let out a long, low whistle. 
 
    “There were a lot of things I thought might happen when we came in through the airlock,” he said. “But this was certainly not one of them.” 
 
     He felt Lorelei detach herself from him. Her blonde hair brushed his chest as she got to her feet. 
 
    “No?” she asked. “This did not feature as one of the possible scenarios on boarding an unknown vessel? It does not happen often?” 
 
    “I can say, unequivocally, that I’m usually wearing a lot more clothes when I enter an unknown vessel.” 
 
    The sound of feet moving toward the control room made Decker stir. As cool-headed as Rosa Hawkes was, he was unsure how she’d take seeing her captain wearing little more than sexual fluids and a sated look of sexual repletion. 
 
    Decker opened his eyes and prepared to hoist himself to his feet, feeling fairly well spent. He froze mid motion and felt his jaw drop. The crazy fact that he might have just had sex with the physical manifestation of a ship was eclipsed by what greeted his gaze. 
 
    The weapons that his squad had left behind, along with anything else metallic and not bolted down, was floating around him. 
 
    Before the words ‘what the fuck’ could exit his throat, Rosa rushed through the door to the control room and let out a little yelp as she floated up into the air, hoisted up by the metal pulser in her shoulder holster and the medical supplies she kept in metal canisters on her belt.  
 
    “Decker, what the fuck is going on? Why am I floating around like a friggin’ iron filing over a magnet?” she yelled. 
 
    From her upside down position, Rosa pointed at Lorelei, who had clothed herself once more in her one-piece bodysuit. 
 
    “What is she doing to us?” the medic snapped. 
 
    In response, Lorelei smiled and then looked at Decker. “It’s not me. It’s Captain Decker here who is responsible for that.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There he was, lying naked on the floor, a thin film of sweat coating his torso, and surrounded by floating metallic objects. Rosa hung suspended in the air, glaring at him with a mixture of confounded amusement and frank astonishment. Behind him, Lorelei, who had somehow managed to clothe herself in less time that it would have taken Decker to say “get your kit on” was standing with her head tilted to one side, as if listening to a distant conversation. 
 
    In all honesty, it didn’t take Decker long to rack his brains and come to the conclusion that there was no fucking way that he had ever been involved in a more absurd situation. More dangerous? Certainly. More tense? Oh, yes. But more absurd? That was a hard negative.  
 
    Come to think of it, he was hard-pressed to think of how the scene could get anymore abs— 
 
    A klaxon ripped through the stillness of the alien space-cruiser, shattering the frozen tableau as effectively as a gauss round through a bio-dome. 
 
    “The fuck is that?” Decker yelled, vaulting to his feet. 
 
    With a cry and a thump, Rosa fell and landed hard on the floor on her back. Around her, the guns and other metal objects discarded by the Fortune’s crew hit the deck with a musical clatter. 
 
    “That is a hostile radar warning,” Lorelei answered Decker promptly. 
 
    Decker already had his underwear on and was shoving his arms into his bio-suit, as he asked, “I’m guessing this thing has drive signature recognition?” 
 
    “Yes,” Lorelei said. “Should I ping them?” 
 
    “I think that’d be a very good idea, don’t you?”  
 
    “As you say, Captain Decker,” Lorelei said, her voice the epitome of a cool calm that would have cucumbers across the system green with envy. She frowned slightly. 
 
    “What’re you doing?” Decker asked as he pressed a control on his omni-com and his bio suit sealed itself. 
 
    “Identifying the reactor signatures,” Lorelei replied. 
 
    “I don’t see you moving!” Decker said, pulling on his combat trousers and searching for his boots. 
 
    “I told you, James Decker, I am one with the ship.” 
 
    Decker decided not to get bogged down in that. He could ask his questions once he figured out whether he was likely to live through the next hour.  
 
    “The Thraxians?” he asked. 
 
    “Affirmative,” Lorelei replied. 
 
    Rosa, who had pulled herself to her feet, cursed. “Who else would it be?” she blurted, dashing hair out her eyes. 
 
    It was a good point, and made Decker feel even more like a man who had just been caught with his pants down. 
 
    “Rosa, get your ass in the copilot’s seat,” Decker shouted. “Now!” 
 
    “Yes, cap,” the purple-haired medic-cum-copilot said. “Let’s not overlook the fact that I have no idea how to so much as start this fucking thing.” 
 
    “What’s their ETA?” Decker asked Lorelei. 
 
    “Five minutes,” she relied. 
 
    “Shit.” Decker retrieved his second boot, slipped it on, and dashed into the flight deck. Throwing himself into the pilot’s chair, he looked around at Lorelei. 
 
    “You really need me to get this thing in the air and pilot it for you?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes, I cannot do it alone,” the symbiote said. “I only made it here because of a tamper-proof pre-programmed flight path that our top engineers installed. Leaving, as I have vouchsafed to you, would only be possible once I had bonded with an organic life.” 
 
    Decker, who had been fumbling with the straps of his bracer seat, cursed in frustration. 
 
    “I can’t even get the fucking straps fastened!” he growled. 
 
    “Fold down the arm rests. There is a button on the inside of the right one,” Lorelei said. 
 
    Decker folded the armrests down, found the button, and pressed it. At once, the straps that had rested loosely around him fastened securely around his torso and arms. 
 
    “The Thraxians are honing in on our location—and with the starship lit up like this, it’s only a matter of time before they find us,” Lorelei informed Decker and Rosa. 
 
    “We couldn’t even get lidar to detect you when we were scanning this place,” Decker said. “What’s to stop the Thraxians failing to spot us in here?” 
 
    “Is that really a risk we can take?” Lorelei asked. 
 
    “She’s right, cap,” Rosa said, snapping her own safety harness into place. “They might have come across the information another way. All they need to do is conduct a physical search like we did and…” 
 
    “Yeah, then we’re fucked,” Decker said bluntly. “There are few positions more likely to shorten your life than a dead-end at your back and a load of fucking Thraxians to your front.” 
 
    “Cap, I wasn’t kidding about not having the first clue as to how to operate this thing,” Rosa said. As devil-may-care as her attitude usually was, Decker could hear the faint tremulous note of fear in her voice. “The only reason I knew how to fly the Fortune at all was because of how little call for me there was for a medic on that ship.” 
 
    “But, we lost at least five bounty hunters while you were under me, didn’t we?” Decker said, instantly wishing that he had chosen slightly less inflammatory words. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s my point,” Rosa said dryly. “There were a few minor injuries, but most of the time if someone fucked up when we were on mission, they died instantly. There’s not much even the best medical officer can do for a corpse, cap. Something that’s probably worth remembering.” 
 
    “It’s all right, Hawkes,” Decker said. “We’ll figure it out together, and we have Lorelei as a user manual. Right, Lorelei?” 
 
    “Correct, Decker,” Lorelei said, giving Rosa an encouraging smile that was somewhat absurd given their sphincter-tightening predicament. 
 
    Even as Decker ran his eyes over the control panel, he came to realize just how hard it was going to be to learn to fly a goddamn unfamiliar space-cruiser in under five minutes. It was unlike any starship he’d ever seen.  
 
    Although, the screens, HUDs, and the data they displayed were all fairly uniform. The readouts were showing him how stable the reactor was, the integrity of the hull, and a host of other data sets that essentially let him know how the ship was holding up. Currently, every system, array, and component that was vital to the space-cruiser was in the green. 
 
    That was where the familiar bits stopped, however. In place of a traditional steering console, there was just the strange glove-like opening and peculiar pillar that had risen out of a console to his right. 
 
    “I’m guessing I put my left hand in whatever biometric monitor doohickey this is, right?” he asked. 
 
    “That’s right,” Lorelei said. “And take the intuitive throttle stick in your other.” 
 
    Decker did as he was told. He did not much like blindly trusting someone he had only known for less than an hour. He’d seen enough of his crew-mates who had been taken to the cleaners by whores all across the system in less time than that.  
 
    But it was do or die. 
 
    He slid his left hand into the weirdly smooth and silky confines of the biometric reader, and then grabbed hold of the intuitive throttle stick with his right. The metal console wrapped around his hand at once, losing its solid state and encasing his hand in a warm, firm grip that felt a little like rubber.  
 
    On instinct, Decker tried to jerk his hand away from the machine. An instantaneous surge sounded from the reactor and, when he tried to move his fingers, the starship jerked to the right, rising momentarily from the ground and then thumping back down as Decker froze. 
 
    “What the fuck kind of piloting system is this?” he asked Lorelei. 
 
    “It is one that us symbiotes have been using for close on three hundred years now. Basically, the system interprets signals from your brain and uses them to fly the cruiser.” 
 
    “You’re telling me I move my right hand in the way that I’d want the ship to move, and the ship itself will respond to my thoughts and subtle movements?” Decker asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Lorelei said. 
 
    “That is absolutely wild,” Rosa said. “How do you—?” 
 
    “Not the time, Hawkes,” Decker barked. 
 
    He chanced a glance at the symbiote over his shoulder. 
 
    “And what about my left hand?” he asked. 
 
    “Theoretically, that hand is used to operate the weapons systems,” Lorelei said. 
 
    “Theoretically?” Decker asked, expecting that he was going to hate the next answer. 
 
    “I am currently trying to install and unpack the software that will allow us to use the onboard weapons systems.” Lorelei said, having the decency to look a little sheepish. 
 
    “We have no weapons,” Decker said stonily. 
 
    “Not as such, no,” Lorelei replied. 
 
    “But what was all that stuff about being the ship?” Rosa asked. 
 
    “Whilst this is true, I can only access things that are there to begin with, Rosa,” Lorelei said apologetically. 
 
    “Fuck me, this keeps getting better and better,” Decker said softly.   
 
    “Without getting bogged down in the mechanics of it,” Rosa said, “just how intuitive is this method of piloting that your people cooked up?” 
 
    “The ship’s computers are more sensitive and refined than any technology that I have yet come across amongst your people,” Lorelei said. “With me acting as a bridge of translation—if you care to think of it like that—between your mind and body, Decker, and the physical ship, you should be able to look and point and think where you want to go and the ship will do as you command. In jump-space, this ship is capable of traveling at one hundred and eighty-six thousand miles per second—” 
 
    “I know how fast the speed of light is, Lorelei,” Decker said, trying his best not to sound too short with the symbiote. 
 
    “Precisely, but the speed of thought is, nearly enough, instantaneous. This fact, combined with the cutting edge engineering and fabrication of the ship, will give you unparalleled control and maneuverability.” 
 
    “When I get the hang of it,” Decker pointed out. 
 
    “Yes,” Lorelei agreed. 
 
    “Hell of a time to be learning,” Decker groused. 
 
    “Don’t listen to him, honey,” Rosa said, looking at Lorelei and dropping her a wink. “The point where the shit hits the exhaust plume is where the captain here starts having the most fun.” 
 
    “All right, let’s stop with all the chin music and try and get this show on the road,” Decker said, settling himself into his seat. “Lorelei, I want full and easy to read system analysis on the screen in front of Rosa so she can tell us if we’re about to reach the point of being completely FUBAR, radar and lidar overlays on the screen to my left, and as many physical video feeds from in front and around the front of the ship as you can.” 
 
    “Very good, Decker,” Lorelei said. “I’m going to integrate back into the ship now, but if you need me, just speak to me as if I was standing right beside you.” 
 
    With that, the symbiote glowed neon blue and her outline dissipated. 
 
    A moment later, the curved screens positioned all around the cockpit came to life, displaying images from cameras all around the hull. 
 
    “Oh look,” Rosa said in a voice that dripped with acid, “friends.” 
 
    A small, squat ship had burst into the cavern in a cloud of dust. It was only a ten ton exploratory fighter, but the design was distinctly ugly. It looked like a cross between a shoe and a wedge of cheese. 
 
    “Thraxian?” Decker asked, without really needing to. 
 
    “Affirmative,” Rosa said, “that’s what the ship is telling me. Looks like our ship’s database is fairly comprehensive. It didn’t even bother to ID that ugly piece of crap through its reactor signature, just went straight off its design.” 
 
    The Thraxian ship came to a halt in front and to the port side of their ship. A hatch at the rear of the little vessel opened, and four Thraxians piled out. 
 
    They were between seven and eight-feet tall, clad in rugged leathery spacesuits topped with crude, scarred armor. Blunt, well-fitted helmets covered the tops of their faces with transparent faceplates. The bottom of the helmets were currently open, revealing strong square jaws studded with tusk-like teeth that protruded over their top lips. 
 
    “What are they armed with?” Rosa asked. 
 
    “Look to be some kind of carbine,” Decker muttered, intuitively zooming in on the quartet of Thraxians exiting their ship. 
 
    “That’s correct, Captain Decker,” Lorelei’s voice said over the comms system. “A quick analysis of their arms would lead me to believe they are gas-powered spacer carbines. They’re of more use inside spacecraft and habitation areas than against ships of this size. Their slugs will have absolutely no effect on our multilayered armor.” 
 
    Decker knew she was right. Spacer carbines were primarily designed for fighting in vacuum. They had one or more barrels arranged in parallel, with multiple rounds stacked end to end inside. The bullets were fired by an electronic impulse that jumped from bullet to bullet, front to back. This allowed for a sealed system, with almost no moving parts, and stopped spent casings from flying around and causing general mechanical mayhem.  
 
    Them being armed with spacer weapons could only mean one thing. 
 
    “They mean to board us, then,” Decker said. “These assholes are just the scouts. They’re not sure who’s in here, but them being Thraxians, they’re fucking keen to collect heads and reap all the glory before the main body arrive.” 
 
    “Radar is reading two more ships that’ll be with us in a matter of minutes,” Rosa said. 
 
    “Size?” Decker asked. 
 
    “Fifty tons or so, with all the good looks of a blind blacksmith’s thumb,” Rosa replied. 
 
    “Troop carriers most likely, then,” Decker said. “A couple of modular cutters that can deploy a few companies on a single drop.” 
 
    “That would be my guess too,” Lorelei said. There was a pause. “From the scans I’m able to make, the ships look to be armed with some kind of plasma cannons. I’m running further diagnostics.” 
 
    The four Thraxian scouts approached the symbiote ship with loping steps. Their faces were contorted with the cruel glee of hunters who had stumbled across a seemingly helpless prey and meant to make sport of it. 
 
    One of them raised its spacer carbine and unleashed a volley of sustained fire at the ship.  
 
    A few cursory warnings popped up on one of the displays in front of Decker, but he paid them no heed. The barrage of small arms fire had so little effect on the almost one-hundred-ton spaceship that the jackass outside might as well have been shooting spitballs. 
 
    “Right, let’s give this a go, then, before the cavalry arrive,” Decker said. 
 
    Trying to trust in the insane technology that Lorelei had described, Decker moved the stick and concentrated on lifting the space-cruiser. 
 
    Smoothly, without so much as a groan of protest, the reactor drive hummed into life and the starship rose from the ground. Admittedly, the ship wobbled this way and that like a newborn foul, but Decker kept it airborne while he tried to get a feel for the controls. In the cramped confines of the caverns, there were a few jarring impacts as he bumped the craft into the walls and the ceiling.  
 
    “Sorry,” he muttered as a few cautionary warnings flashed across the displays. “Sorry.” 
 
    He winced as a chunk of ceiling banged off the hull somewhere. 
 
    “My bad,” he said. 
 
    “Don’t fret about damaging the ship like that,” came Lorelei’s voice. “Our exterior armor is composed of multiple vacuum-separated layers of refractory cerametals, sapphiroids, and artificially dense metal nanocomposites, strapped together via flexible, shock-absorbing forms. Atop this, a thick sprayed-on layer of foamed-composite ablative armor has been added.” 
 
    “Lorelei,” Decker said, “I might be the captain, but I’m not an engineer. Not beyond the basic stuff. I have no idea what the hell you just said.” 
 
    “I think she means that it’ll take more than a few bumps against rock walls to do anything but scratch the paintwork,” Rosa said. 
 
    “That’s correct,” the symbiote agreed. 
 
    “If anything, it’s helping us with the Thraxians,” Rosa told Decker, her eyes fixed on one of the screens to his right. “They’re not grinning anymore. Poor fuckers look more worried about trying to make sure they’re not going to get brained by any falling rocks.” 
 
    Through the speakers, Decker heard Lorelei let out a delighted little laugh.  
 
    “What’re you going to do about those four?” Rosa asked. 
 
    Decker looked sideways at her. His small half smile was playing across his lips, and his green-blue eyes sparkled with malice. 
 
    “Time to turn and burn,” he said. 
 
    The starship pivoted, wobbling only a little as Decker’s unpracticed hand guided it around. 
 
    “How do those Thraxians look?” Decker asked Rosa. 
 
    “Pissed,” Rosa replied, watching the Thraxians flee from the airborne starship as it lumbered forward and began to turn. They tried to get back aboard their little fighter and pursue. 
 
    “Wait ‘til they get a load of this, then,” Decker said. 
 
    He pushed forward on the intuitive stick and then mentally powered up the throttle. 
 
    To his amazement, the ship responded at once. A twin set of scintillating white and blue exhaust plumes bloomed from the back of the ship as Decker swung it about in a tight circle. 
 
    The heat of the plumes was somewhere in the range of seven-thousand Fahrenheit. They hit the ten-ton scout ship with the same effect as a welding torch might have on a paperclip. The flabbergasted Thraxians were vaporized within seconds. Their little fighter glowed white-hot and then simply sagged to a molten slag as it was blasted across the cavern and into the far wall. 
 
    Rosa let out a little crow of delight and clapped her hands. 
 
    “Shit, that was pretty!” she said as Decker wound the reactor down a little and wobbled the nose of the starship around so that it faced the exit. A few thrusters fired, blasts of compressed nitrogen helping to maneuver the ship a little more adroitly. 
 
    “We’re not out of the shit yet,” Decker said. “But it’s a start.” 
 
    Setting aside the last of his trepidation at having to control a vessel weighing almost one hundred tons with his mind and a hand glued to a stick, Decker pushed forward on the intuitive throttle. 
 
    “All right, let’s just get you outside,” he murmured to the ship, “and I promise I’ll treat you better.” 
 
    They flew into the network of mostly subterranean gorges that led out to the hard-baked desert pan of Perus. 
 
    “Are we going to make the exit before the Thraxian ships arrive?” Decker asked Rosa. 
 
    “It’s going to be a close-run thing,” his copilot replied. 
 
    Decker gritted his teeth and pushed the ship onward. Every now and again he felt a vibration through the stick and a message flashed up on his display warning him that he had contacted the canyon walls. 
 
    “Lidar is reading that the passageway opens up ahead, Decker,” Rosa said. “Might be worth trying to put your foot down a little.” 
 
    “Copy that,” Decker replied, easing forward on the stick. 
 
    It was taking Decker time to fully appreciate a machine that could so seamlessly react to his instincts and whims, but he was getting there. If not for the fact that this was taking place in an alleyway, with murderous Thraxians heading in their direction, he’d have been enjoying himself. 
 
    They maneuvered through the maze of rock, picking up speed as Decker grew comfortable with the controls. The rising wail of the thrusters and the reactor set to its terrestrial flight mode sounded like a monstrous beast awakened from a slumber it should have been better left enjoying. Rocks, dust, and other small debris fell from on high as the spaceship dodged through skinny ravines like a shark. 
 
    Decker was feeling quietly pleased with the progress he was making when Rosa’s voice broke him out of the concentrated trance. 
 
    “Shit, looks like we’re going to be fighting our way out of here after all,” she said. 
 
    “They’re here?” Decker asked. 
 
    “Yep, they’re here. Parked up in the cavern before the exit.” 
 
    “Ah well,” Decker said, steadying his hand and mind as he guided the ship around a penultimate corner, “if all these years working the bounty hunter circuit have taught me anything, it’s that there’s never really any proper escape. You just fly from one shitstorm to the next, hoping to stay ahead of it. Most of the time though, the only way out is in, Hawkes.” 
 
    “And this is one of those ‘in’ times?” Rosa asked, setting her jaw. 
 
    “Certainly seems that way, doesn’t it?” 
 
    Eking out a final burst of power, Decker brought the ship around the corner. A final cavern lay between them and a short, winding passageway to the great outdoors. 
 
    Two Thraxian ships waited for them. One had landed on skids, while the other was still in a low hover, thrusters billowing dust. They were snub-nosed and unrefined troop carriers, built for practicality over speed and maneuverability. The landed one had disgorged a small horde of green-skinned, armored warriors, who now clustered around the troop carrier. 
 
    “Got that report on their weapons, Lorelei?” Decker barked. 
 
    A schematic popped onto one of the smaller screens at Decker’s left hand, but he didn’t bother to look at it.  
 
    “The enemy ships look to be armed with some kind of retrofitted plasma cannons,” Lorelei said through the comms system. “They appear to be modified, enlarged pulse units, much like the pulser sidearms you carry. From the readouts I’m getting, chances are that instead of a jet of dense plasma at a fairly wide angle, these cannons have been modified to fire a lower density jet at a much tighter angle. From the diagnostics I have run, they look to be unguided.” 
 
    Decker grunted. “I guess it doesn’t matter. End result is the same. Try not to get hit and get the fuck out of here.” 
 
    As if the Thraxians had heard his words, the warriors on the ground opened up with their spacer carbines. Bullets pinged harmlessly off the armored skin of the ship. A couple of bursts of bright yellow light flared from the rear of one of the troop carrier ships, and twin beams of plasma projectiles shot toward the starship. 
 
    Decker flinched right, and the star-cruiser followed suit. One of the beams missed them and punched into the ceiling behind them. Rock cascaded down. The other struck the aft paneling and made the ship lurch. The stick in Decker’s hand buzzed a warning.  
 
    “Run diagnostics!” Decker yelled. 
 
    Rosa scrolled frantically through a series of menus. She stopped, and then said, “Our armor is… not compromised.” 
 
    “The plating is threaded through with a mesh of thermally superconductive materials,” Lorelei said. “These prevent heat input from energy weapons, like the plasma cannons, from creating localized hot spots.” 
 
    “You’re saying this fancypants mesh spreads out external heat inputs, and ultimately diffuses them across the space-cruiser?” Rosa asked. 
 
    “That’s right,” Lorelei said. 
 
    “Then just say that, honey!” Rosa growled. “Incoming right!” 
 
    “Ah, fuck this,” Decker snarled. “Can’t win a gunfight you’ve only brought a spork to.” 
 
    He turned the space-cruiser in a tight circle. The buffeting wind of its starboard thrusters sent half a dozen Thraxians tumbling away in a shower of dust and loose stone. 
 
    “Bit of altitude,” Decker muttered, bringing the spaceship up from the cavern floor by another ten or fifteen feet. “Then… punch the gap.” 
 
    He made to hit the juice, but then the ship was rocked by a double impact of plasma blasts. 
 
    “Are we okay?” he asked, hoping that one of the women would be able to put his mind at rest. 
 
    “We’re not dead yet,” Rosa said helpfully. 
 
    “The hull integrity will be able to withstand the blasts—not forever, but long enough to see us get out of range,” Lorelei said. 
 
    Decker thought he detected an almost pleading note in her voice. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” he growled, “I can take a hint.” 
 
    The space-cruiser accelerated forward. A dull thrumming sound reverberated through the ship as they shot over the top of the hovering ship. 
 
    “Retracting landing gear!” Rosa yelled. 
 
    “Good call,” Decker said through taut lips.  
 
    He stopped thinking. Instead, he just did. 
 
    The living starship moved with an agility of a craft half its size. Decker, with jaw clenched, heart thundering in his ears, and eyes unblinking, piloted the sleek vessel through the final skinny bit of underground ravine and out into daylight. 
 
    “The Thraxians are up and in pursuit,” Rosa said. 
 
    With the open sky above them, Decker felt suddenly far more confident of their chances. He had a basic understanding of the feel of the vessel, a connection that had taken far longer to build with even his beloved Fortune. Now that he didn’t have to worry about plowing into a solid cliff face, something rebelled inside of him at the very notion of letting these Thraxian scum come after them. 
 
    He scanned the open desert ahead, but all he saw in the reddish hills was the bloody chunks of Shepherd’s dismembered body. He had not known the man, obviously—had never met the spy. But the guy had left him a clue and then had his life pried away from his body, ounce by ounce.  
 
    Maybe he had known what was coming after him. Maybe he had heard the Thraxians enter that shitty bar in Perus’ one street town. 
 
    As Decker had noted on more than one occasion, introspection was not a quality much prized in the bounty hunting trade. Sometimes though, it was just a nice idea to think of oneself as the rightful hand of judgment, so far as some other bastards were concerned. 
 
    “Let’s see what this thing can do,” he said. 
 
    “Enemy ships are on our tail—and what was that you just said?” Rosa asked. 
 
    “I said, hold on,” Decker replied. 
 
    On the screen, the reactor output flared. Pulling up on the stick and willing the ship to ratchet up the speed, Decker felt himself pressed hard back into his seat as he put the vessel into a hard-G vertical climb. The bracer seat adjusted beneath him, undulating as it clasped and released his limbs, forcing the blood back up toward his brain from his extremities. 
 
    “Ooooooh, shiiiit,” he heard Rosa saying from next to him. 
 
    An involuntary grin that had nothing to do with the gravitational forces being exerted on his body tugged the corners of his mouth. 
 
    “Let’s be having you, you sons of bitches,” he said to the sky ahead, keeping one eye on the lidar showing the position of the Thraxian ships. 
 
    Without warning, he released the power. So sudden was the change in acceleration that, for a few moments, he hung weightlessly in the seat’s harness. 
 
    “Shiiiit!” Rosa cried again. 
 
    The woman was an experienced bounty hunter, but much of the high-speed chases that Decker and his crew had performed had been in low-gravity environments. She was not used to the ruthless crush and tug of G-forces while being able to see the unforgiving expanse of a planet’s terrain through the window-like monitors. There was something a lot more visceral in duking it out in the atmosphere, only a few thousand feet above a planet’s surface.  
 
    Doubly so when the craft you were flying was devoid of weapons. 
 
    Decker adjusted the stick and pictured the space-cruiser rolling gently over backward in the air, slow and deliberate as a breaching whale made from metal and fire. The starship maneuvered exactly as he imagined, following his hand and head. 
 
    As Perus asserted its pull on the giant hunk of flying metal once more, Decker pushed the starship into a dive, heading straight toward the ugly Thraxian ships following them. 
 
    Proximity alarms blared their warnings, but Decker was in the zone now. He was enjoying himself. 
 
    In comparison to the streamlined, almost organic look of the spacecraft he was at the helm of, the Thraxian ships looked like a pair of blunt space-tugs burning toward him. Behind them, long contrails of white vapor pointed back toward the surface of the umber-colored planet behind, as the Thraxian pilots tried to squeeze every last bit of speed out of their rides. 
 
    When they saw Decker heading back toward them, the lead ship fired a couple of plasma rounds. With a twitch of his fingers, Decker spiraled and avoided the sluggish missiles with ease. Proximity warnings blared again. 
 
    “Any chance we can shut those things up for a moment, Lorelei?” he yelled. “Let me know if anything is coming at us from the rear, but anything else can be disregarded until I’ve dealt with these two.” 
 
    The starship blasted between the two enemy troop carriers, splitting them as each of them veered out of the collision course. 
 
    As they passed the Thraxian ships, Decker felt a strange tugging sensation somewhere behind his naval. Not knowing what it meant, only that it was a sensation that was familiar to him somehow, he reached out and embraced it. 
 
    “Whoa! What the hell happened there?” Rosa asked as they rocketed toward the ground. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Decker asked. 
 
    “We split the enemy, but then as we passed, both ships angled in toward us, drawn in somehow.” 
 
    “Why’s that weird?” Decker asked. 
 
    “Because they were drawn in the opposite way that they were burning to,” Rosa said. “Their exhaust plumes crossed underneath us, according to the heat-imaging, but the ships themselves somehow got closer to us by at least two yards.” 
 
    “I think that can be accounted for by the magnetic drag that Captain Decker exuded through the ship,” Lorelei said. 
 
    As Decker piloted the ship down toward Perus’ surface, and the two chasing Thraxian vessels swooped around to follow, Rosa shot him a look. 
 
    “You did what now?” 
 
    Decker shrugged. “I’m not articulate enough to explain it, but I’m beginning to think that there might be more to this ship than meets the eye.” 
 
    “Are the words ‘I think I’ve got a plan’ about to march their asses into this conversation?” Rosa asked. “Because it sure feels like they are. You’ve got that look on your face.” 
 
    Decker chanced a glance at the beautiful medic, as the desert began to fill more and more of the front display. 
 
    “What look?” he asked. 
 
    “That fucking look,” Rosa said. 
 
    “That’s just my face.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    Decker turned back to the looming landscape that rushed up to meet them. 
 
    “I think I’ve got a—” he started to say. 
 
    “I goddamn know, cap!” Rosa yelled, clutching at the arms of her seat as she was pressed back into it by the force of the dive. “Just show me!” 
 
    Decker pulled up on the stick and summoned up more speed. The space-cruiser leveled out a mere eighty feet above the desert. 
 
    “Holy shit, this is either some of the best flying you’ve ever done or some of the absolute worst!” Rosa gabbled. 
 
    A giant cactus, towering as tall as an ancient oak, was obliterated as the starship blasted through it at a rate of knots. 
 
    “Where are the Thraxians?” Decker asked, unwilling to take his eyes off the terrain  whisking away underneath them. 
 
    Rosa checked the lidar. “Half a klick behind.” 
 
    “Goddamn slow-coaches,” Decker grumbled and eased up on the speed. 
 
    “You want them to catch us?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “But the pulse cannons?” Rosa pointed out. 
 
    “The ship can take a few rounds, Miss Hawkes,” Lorelei said. 
 
    “Rosa,” Rosa corrected her unthinkingly. 
 
    Decker eased up on the power. As he did, he tried to find that little tugging feeling inside of himself once more.  
 
    It was like putting his finger on a mole on his back. Even though both finger and mole were part of his body, it did not mean he could touch one to the other with unerring accuracy. 
 
    Eventually though, his mind settled on the connection he was after; a part of himself that had been lying dormant. It was hard to describe the sensation. It felt almost like he had some kind of phantom limb waiting to be extended, or another sense waiting to be unfurled. It felt at once very strange and yet, conversely, completely familiar and comfortable. 
 
    “That is the result of the bond, Decker,” Lorelei said. 
 
    Her words broke through the state of semi-trance that Decker had been sliding into. He gave a small start, and the nose of the space-cruiser dipped a touch. 
 
    “Flying at fifty feet at seven hundred miles per hour, cap! Are you out of your mind?” Rosa gasped. 
 
    “I’ve got it, I’ve got it, hold on,” Decker said, almost chanting the words. “Range to hostiles?” 
 
    “Two-fifty, two hundred… one hundred meters!”  
 
    “Incoming plasma rounds,” Lorelei informed them. “I have taken the precaution of running an algorithm that will keep the ship steady at this altitude and increase power incrementally to account for any impacts.” 
 
    A shudder ran through the ship as one of the plasma cannons connected. Warning messages flashed up. Decker ignored them once more. If nothing else, he was getting pretty fucking good at that. 
 
    “Give me peripheral views off the port and starboard sides,” he said. 
 
    The view from the cameras on the sides of the space-cruiser’s hull popped up in front of Decker. Pulling his hand out of the currently defunct insert that was meant to control the weapons systems, he dragged the images onto his left and right monitors, so that he could more easily judge the stupid thing he was about to try and do. 
 
    “C’mon,” he muttered, head flicking this way and that as the Thraxian troop carriers loomed up on either side of them. “C’mon, c’mon, c’mon, be as goddamn crazy as I hope you are.” 
 
    The landscape rolled and ripped away underneath the trio of speeding spacecraft. Dust, vegetation, and rocks were tossed into the air behind them in vortexes of spitting, swirling dust.  
 
    “They’re going to try and cut us apart from point blank with those giant pulsers, cap,” Rosa said. 
 
    “No, they’re not,” Decker said. 
 
    Side hatches started to slowly open on the sides of both of the troop carriers. Thraxian warriors, now wearing full helmets and battle armor, stood in the doorways. 
 
    “They’ve got grapnels,” Rosa pointed out. 
 
    Decker looked left and right as the three spaceships hurtled fifty feet above the ground at a velocity a whisper short of the speed of sound. 
 
    “They’re not going to try and—” Rosa said. 
 
    “They’re not going to do shit,” Decker said. 
 
    He pulled up on the stick and opened the reactor up. At the same time as the space-cruiser responded to his request and banked toward the blue vault above, Decker reached out clumsily with the strange force he could feel inside his abdomen. 
 
    It was like planting a single electronic spark into a conduit that then magnified that spark. The power, the fixed idea that he was trying to project from inside of himself, ran from Decker into the ship. The living starship seemed to amplify this desire of his, conducting it into the metal hulls of the ships flying alongside them. 
 
    The result was not what Decker might’ve called neat and tidy, but it was a result. He managed—he had no real idea how, but he did—to successfully anchor the tops of the ships to their own through an invisible tether of his strange magnetic ability.    
 
    As he hauled the ship upward, the two enemy ships were dragged toward one another. The surge of extra power that Decker simultaneously coaxed from the reactor helped them punch through the sound barrier. The concussive boom rocked the already unstable Thraxian troop carriers. 
 
    As Decker pulled up and away, he relinquished his hold on the magnetic force he was exerting, but the damage was done. 
 
    The two Thraxians ships collided.  
 
    At almost seven hundred and sixty miles per hour the outcome was emphatic and spectacular. A bright blue and white burst of light lit the desert, with an intensity that caused the monitors inside the living starship to dim. 
 
    Then, the reactors detonated. The desert, for a mile around, was scythed by an explosion that flattened everything within range, reduced the two enemy craft to molten droplets, and kicked up a mountainous cloud of dust. 
 
    Decker, being all too aware of just how much damage two spaceship’s worth of shrapnel could do, didn’t let up on the speed until the living starship had left Perus’ atmosphere.   
 
    As soon as the cloying pull of gravity loosened, Lorelei materialized once more. She looked at the sweat pouring down Decker’s face and the frozen grimace of awe that was set on Rosa’s. 
 
    “Captain Decker,” she said, laying a soothing hand on the bounty hunter’s shoulder, “can I make the assumption that you agree that entering jump-space would be the next move we should make.” 
 
    Decker looked at Lorelei. Slowly, his face morphed into the enigmatic half smile that could both charm and unsettle in equal measure, depending on the circumstance. 
 
    “Sure,” he said. “Sure. That would be nice.” 
 
    As the symbiote made ready to enter jump-space, Decker puffed out his cheeks and turned to Rosa. 
 
    “You okay, Hawkes?” he asked, blinking sweat out of his eyes. 
 
    Rosa turned to meet his gaze. Despite the fact they were inside a sealed atmospheric environment, she had a distinctly windswept look about her. 
 
    “Fifty feet,” she said. 
 
    “Pardon?” Decker said. 
 
    “Fifty feet at almost the speed of sound, cap,” Rosa said weakly. “I don’t know whether to kiss you, or kill you.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Once they had entered jump-space, Decker allowed himself to relax slightly in his chair. His hands unclenched from the controls, and he let out a soft sigh through his nose. 
 
    “I knew we could make it,” he said. “Never a shred of doubt.” 
 
    “Really?” Rosa asked from the seat beside him, her eyebrow lifting a fraction of an inch. 
 
    “No, not really.” 
 
    Rosa snorted and brushed her short purple hair out her face. 
 
    “Optimistically, I would have said it was even money,” Decker said. 
 
    “C’mon now, cap,” Rosa said, “I’ve seen you fly us out of some pretty tight scrapes before. You don’t have to fake modesty with me.” 
 
    Decker shrugged. “The Thraxians are formidable ground warriors, but as far as ship-building goes, they’re middle of the road. If we’d had a railgun or two, we could’ve made short work of them, but seeing as all we could do was out fly them… Well, we did it, and that’s the main thing.” 
 
    “I would be inclined to agree with Miss Hawkes,” Lorelei said. She stood at the rear of the cockpit, just behind their seats. “That was some truly outstanding flying, Captain Decker. All the more so for taking place at the helm of a ship with which you are unfamiliar.” 
 
    “Honey, the less with the ‘Miss Hawkes’ schtick the better,” Rosa said over her shoulder. “Makes me sound like a damn university lecturer or something. Call me Rosa, will you?” 
 
    “As you wish, Rosa,” Lorelei said, her words colored by a small smile.  
 
    “Besides,” Rosa added, shooting Decker a knowing smile that he pretended not to see, “it’s not like we’re not all friends here, right? You and Captain Decker have already got off on the right foot doing the bad thing, huh?” 
 
    Decker rolled his eyes. “Sometimes,” he muttered, “I become acutely aware of just why so many other space-cruiser captains go down the route of ruling their craft with an iron first.” 
 
    “You’re referring to the coupling that took place between myself and Captain Decker?” Lorelei asked. 
 
    “The bonding of the—how did you put it again? Oh yeah, the bonding between the lower orifices. Yeah, that’s what I was alluding to,” Rosa said in an innocent voice. 
 
    “Well, I won’t deny that the experience did instill me with far more pleasure than I had anticipated such a simple interaction might,” Lorelei said. 
 
    “Look,” Decker said, interjecting in the hopes of curtailing a conversation that could very well turn into a detailed play-by-play, “I’m sorry that you had to walk in on me while I was stark-ass naked, Rosa, but—” 
 
    “Decker, trust me when I say that you have nothing to be sorry for,” Rosa said. 
 
    “I… Right, well… Okay,” Decker said.  
 
    “I’ll not lie that walking in to find all the metal shit in the control deck floating around and then being hoisted into the air by my pistol belt wasn’t something of a shock, but so far as you being in the buff went…” Rosa punched Decker on the arm. “I owe you one, cap.” 
 
    Decker, not having a clue how to respond to that, cleared his throat, ran his eyes unseeingly over the readouts on the control screens in front of him, and then turned to Lorelei. 
 
    “Speaking of which, Lorelei,” he said. “I wonder if you wouldn’t mind addressing the floating elephant in the room and telling me what the hell all that was about. What did you mean that it was me responsible for doing that? Human beings can’t… They can’t do whatever the hell happened.” 
 
    “No, they can’t, can they,” Lorelei said absently. “It’s one of many puzzles that surrounds them.” 
 
    Decker unbuckled the straps of his bracer seat. It was only then that he realized they were not floating as they should be. 
 
    “Does the ship have an automated artificial gravity?” he asked. 
 
    “It is not automated, but once I felt us leave the atmosphere of Perus, I instigated it,” Lorelei said. “I had the feeling that it might make the two of you more comfortable.” 
 
    “One less thing to think about, huh?” Decker said. 
 
    “That’s always appreciated in this game,” Rosa said, her eyes running over some flight data that was spooling across a screen in front of her. 
 
    “I’m glad you agree,” Lorelei said. “I know that it’s a concept that you might find hard to comprehend, Captain Decker, but I am one with this ship, and bonded with you now. This being the case, anything you might need the ship to do, or anything you might wish to know about its status, I can tell you or do for you. Simply ask, and if it is within my abilities, I will do it for you.” 
 
    “Lorelei here sounds like the kind of XO that other bounty hunters only dream of,” Rosa said. 
 
    “I’d be delighted to hold the position of executive officer, of course,” Lorelei said to Decker. “But such a title isn’t necessary. I am a symbiote. I am what I am, and will always be happy to help in any way I can.” 
 
    Decker looked questioningly at Rosa. 
 
    As if she could read his mind, Rosa said, “I’m a medic. Always have been, always will be, cap.” 
 
    “All right then, Lorelei, you’re officially XO,” Decker grunted. “Don’t worry though, Rosa knows we run a pretty casual team here. All I ask is that everyone pulls their thumbs out their asses and does their best when we’re in mortal peril.” 
 
    “Understood, Decker,” the blonde woman said. “Though, why anyone would their thumbs up—” 
 
    “It’s just an expression, honey,” Rosa said, glancing over and laughing at the look on Decker’s face. 
 
    “I feel that there are many idioms that I have not encountered,” Lorelei said. 
 
    “Well, I’d wager you’ll come across a ton of them before long, flying with us,” Rosa said. 
 
    “Now, how about you explain to me, in terms I’m likely to understand, what the heck all those floating metal objects were about,” Decker said. 
 
    Lorelei tapped her chin with her finger for a moment or two as she pondered this request. 
 
    “That pause might not say much for Lorelei’s esteem so far as your cognitive abilities go, cap,” Rosa said in a theatrical whisper.   
 
    Decker snorted. 
 
    “It’s not that I think Captain Decker has insufficient intelligence to understand what I want to tell him,” Lorelei said, “but more that I want him to be able to believe me.” 
 
    “Trust me when I say that I have been around, Lorelei,” Decker said to the blonde woman. “Just hit me with it.” 
 
    “Very well, Decker,” Lorelei said, “but just let me order my thoughts. You see, the fate of my race is tied up in these abilities of ours.” 
 
    “So it was you who was responsible for turning me into some weird human magnet?” 
 
    Lorelei shook her head, but then stopped and waggled her hand from side to side. It was a hand gesture that was known all throughout the universe, transcending cultures, races, and languages. It was the non-verbal equivalent of ‘yeah, nah, maybe’. 
 
    “Each symbiote is gifted with a… power when they are brought into being,” the gray-suited woman said in her sanguine voice. “An ability that is unique to them and them alone.” 
 
    Decker waved his hand vaguely around his head. “So, the floating thing. If that’s something you can do, how is it that I suddenly have the knack of…?” He tailed off and then snapped his fingers softly.  
 
    “The bonding,” he said. 
 
    Lorelei nodded. “Yes, as you guess, this sudden capacity you have to move metals is due to our coupling.” 
 
    “Is that normal in this situation?” Decker asked. 
 
    Once more Lorelei nodded. Decker was unsure whether he should be relieved. One thing was for certain though—he was becoming more and more aware with each word traded with this woman that his life had changed in no small way, and that he might have to adjust his baseline for ‘normal’. 
 
    “Yes, during bonding, this unique ability of the symbiote in question is passed to the organic creature with whom they bond,” Lorelei told him. “Take me for example. I, being a symbiote with a natural affinity for all things metallurgic, am able to manipulate any kind of metal—it is how I am linked so strongly with this ship; it being a thing made up of a metal found only on my home-world and me being the physical embodiment of the essence of it.” 
 
    “And because you and I…?” Decker said, pointing from him to Lorelei and back a few times. 
 
    “Knocked boots?” Rosa put forward instantly. 
 
    “Thanks, Rosa.” Decker sighed. 
 
    Lorelei glanced at Rosa and smiled. “That’s right, Decker. As a post-coital result of our bonding you too now have the ability to interact and control all metals in the same way that I can.” 
 
    Decker considered this. 
 
    “Could be handy,” he allowed cautiously. 
 
    “In ways that you can not yet imagine,” Lorelei told him. 
 
    “Certainly might make reaching for a pulser while you’re in bed a bit easier,” Rosa quipped. 
 
    “C’mon Hawkes, don’t tell me the image I had of you sleeping with yours under your pillow was wrong,” Decker said. 
 
    “I’m a medic, cap,” Rosa said. “I’ve seen first-hand what a pulser turned up to grill can do to someone’s brain. You don’t have to worry about opening them up for a post-mortem. Not when their gray matter is pooling out of their ears.” 
 
    Decker made a face and turned his attention back to symbiote. “So, how do I use this new ability?” 
 
    “As one comes to use any other talent,” Lorelei said. “Through patient application and in coming to understand it more acutely.” 
 
    “Patient application,” Decker said drily. “That’ll be the epitaph they put on my bodybag when they fire me out through the airlock and into the black.” 
 
    “Why have the Thraxians got such a hard-on to find you?” Rosa had managed to access a menu to bring up a three-dimensional chart of the Myrmidon System and was casting her eye over it. 
 
    “The Thraxians learned of the unique capabilities of my people a few years ago,” Lorelei said. 
 
    Her bright blue eyes had turned soft and sad, and Decker got the impression that they’d turned inward to watch a clip of recollection play out. 
 
    “How they found out about us we do not know,” the symbiote said in a low, thoughtful voice. “We have long been aware of how other civilizations might have looked on these skills and desired these powers and propensities of ours. Because of this, we have always been careful to guard the knowledge. We knew all too well that there would be some out there who might wish to harness our unique skills and capabilities to advance their own technologies.” 
 
    “Yeah, that sounds like the kind of route that was tailor made for the Thraxians,” Decker said. “So, they found out about you and your people?” 
 
    Lorelei nodded her head once. “Yes, they found out about us. And, in time, they located our home-world, Milenides.” 
 
    “And, let me guess, they came bearing flowers, soft words, and a well thought out series of trade agreements?” Rosa said. 
 
    “They attacked Milenides with a host of ships; troop carriers, surface gunships, and orbital destroyers,” Lorelei said. “Our defense arrays picked them up well before they reached us, despite them using what passes for stealth on their world. However, there were too many of them. I fear also that in the millennia that had passed since we were last assailed, the symbiotes had become negligent. We did not really believe that we would ever be attacked with such reckless ferocity as the Thraxians exhibited.” 
 
    “Yep, that sounds like the Thraxians all right,” Rosa said grimly. 
 
    “In their bloodthirsty eagerness to invade our world and get at our secrets, the Thraxians destroyed Milenides,” Lorelei said. “When it became evident that we could not repel the Thraxian invasion, the symbiotes scattered seven samples of our species across the universe.” 
 
    The inside of a spaceship was never a particularly loud place. Only the distant hum and rumble of the reactor, the occasional bleep of an incoming data message or system report, or the hiss of air coming through the vents broke the silence of jump-space.  
 
    With Lorelei’s harrowing tale though, the atmosphere settled into dead-quiet. 
 
    “So,” Decker began awkwardly, “your planet, Milenides, is…?” 
 
    “Gone,” Lorelei said. “To all intents and purposes. The planet itself is still intact. The Thraxians apparently did not think that it merited the expenditure of their plant-killing torpedoes, not once they had finished cleansing the surface with fire.”  
 
    Decker stood, reached out, and put a hand on the symbiote’s slender shoulder. Lorelei looked up from where she had been gazing fixedly at the deck. Pain and rage swirled in the depths of her sapphire eyes. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Decker said. “I know it’s not much to say. I know it doesn’t really mean anything in the grand scheme of things. The Thraxians are… The Thraxians are what they have always been. Murderers and monsters. All they care for is war and conquest. Anything that enables them to burn their way across the universe more efficiently is something they’ll do anything to obtain.” 
 
    “Does that mean that you and the other six are the last of your kind?” Rosa asked.   
 
    Lorelei nodded as Decker walked to pick up his old aviator jacket off the floor. He’d never had a chance to get fully dressed between sexing a living spaceship, finding new abilities, and dogfighting Thraxians. 
 
    “Yes, there are only the seven of us left now,” she said. “As a security measure of sorts, each symbiote only knows the location of one other symbiote. It meant that if any of the others were captured, they would not be able to give away the location of the others to the Thraxians. Not that I think any of my folk would do such a thing. They would embrace self-destruction sooner than they would give a Thraxian any information.” 
 
    Decker shrugged his jacket back on. As Lorelei’s story unfolded, he was starting to feel it’d be prudent to put his shock suit back on and get comfy in it. If he and Rosa allowed themselves to be drawn into the whirling maelstrom of shit that surrounded Lorelei, they’d likely be sleeping in the combat armor before long. 
 
    “So, that’s why you put a ludicrously huge bounty on yourself?” he said. “You knew that you’d get the sort of characters who had the skills you needed… What?” 
 
    Lorelei had raised her chin to look Decker square in the face. He knew he had the kind of face that not everyone could bear to look into for too long, being possessed of what many might have described as a thousand-yard stare, but Lorelei’s eyes did not flinch away from his. 
 
    “I want to reunite with my species,” she said, “because only together can we defeat the Thraxians for good. You’re right about the sizable bounty. I believed that such a prize would catch the eyes of those who had made it their business to survive in the cut-throat dogfight of the bounty hunting circuit. I believed it would bring me someone with the specialist skills that I require in order to achieve my goal.” 
 
    Decker sighed and ran his hand over his bristly scalp. He ached for a cup of coffee, or something stronger. In the Fortune, he would have known just where to find the secret stash of bathtub-made rum, but he had no idea where the galley even was on this new, sleek vessel. 
 
    “So, without being so crude as to mention specifics,” he said, barely able to keep his voice from dipping into a sarcastic register. “I assume that the agreed upon bounty, which Rosa, myself, and the rest of our old shipmates signed up for is now no longer extant?” 
 
    Rosa, who had been scrolling through a densely-packed diagnostic report of the ship’s reactor and drive capabilities, looked around. 
 
    “You don’t think we’re getting paid anymore, cap?” she asked. 
 
    Decker did not answer, but kept his eyes fixed inquiringly on the symbiote. 
 
    “I can still pay you,” Lorelei said slowly. 
 
    “But?” Decker said, a weary resignation etching his words into the air. 
 
    “But it will not be a case of a simple credit transfer,” Lorelei said. 
 
    “We’re two simple bounty hunters, Lorelei,” Decker said. “Just be straight with us so that all three of us know where we stand. Only then will we be able to make an informed decision as to what we should do next.” 
 
    “Will you help me?” Lorelei asked, taking a step toward Decker and clutching him by the forearm. 
 
    Decker looked down at the vice-like grip the woman had on his arm. Then he met her eyes. 
 
    “I can only make that call when you tell me if, and how, you expect to pay us, Lorelei,” he said evenly. “And, even then, I can’t speak for Rosa here. Each crew member, when I had a full crew that is, thinks for themselves and makes their own call.” 
 
    Rosa had already gone back to the unspooling data on the screen in front of her. 
 
    “I’ll fly with you, cap, you know that,” she said. “So long as we get paid though. This gal doesn’t work pro bono.” 
 
    Decker chuckled. “There aren’t too many bounty hunters who do. And that’s another thing we need to take into account, Lorelei. Zizara Yasine is expecting a cut of this bounty. Now, no one is going to have any idea as to whether we made it out of here, but eventually she is going to wonder whether we escaped with you. The last thing I want, or need, is for someone as intelligent and dangerous as Zizara thinking that I ripped her off.” 
 
    “I understand the potentially irksome situation this might present, Captain Decker,” Lorelei said. “As I said, you do not need to worry about getting paid. You have my word on that.” 
 
    “Only, it’s not going to be as easy as a simple cred transfer,” Decker said. 
 
    “I fear not,” Lorelei admitted. 
 
    “What’s your alternative?”  
 
    Lorelei walked out of the flight deck, through the atmos-doors that hissed open as she approached, pulled one of the gimbaled seats that hung from the ceiling of the control deck, and sat down. Decker followed her, telling Rosa to sing out if anything should require his attention. 
 
    “Okay, shoot,” he said. “Can you open the atmos-doors to the cockpit though, so that Rosa can hear too.” 
 
    “Of course,” Lorelei said. 
 
    The doors slid back open. 
 
    “The few symbiotes remaining are in possession of an array of advanced technology that would be worth a fortune on the galactic market,” Lorelei said. “Some of it is dangerous, but there’s enough harmless tech to make you a very rich man many times over, Decker, if you are the sole provider of this tech to the market.” 
 
    Decker considered this. “So, you’re going to give me the symbiotes secrets for this advanced tech, help me produce it when I need a cash injection, and then I can sell it?” 
 
    Lorelei nodded. “Succinctly put.” 
 
    “Will that not anger your remaining people?” Decker asked. 
 
    Lorelei leaned back in her chair and fixed Decker with her unwaveringly calm gaze. 
 
    “The destruction and elimination of the Thraxian race is all that matters to us now,” she said, and there was a frostiness in her voice that wasn’t present before. “If I am able to employ your help, rescue my fellow symbiotes so that we can take the war to the Thraxians, then no price is too high.” 
 
    Decker rubbed distractedly at his stubble-covered jaw as he turned this offer around in his head. 
 
    It’s not like I’ve got a host of great options lining up, he thought. I’ve given my fucking ship away, and Yasine is going to want to know what happened to the bounty once the others get back to Dracone and word gets around. 
 
    “All right,” he said eventually. “All right, I’ll help you.” 
 
    He held out a hand. 
 
    Lorelei looked down at it and then up at Decker. 
 
    “Take it,” he told her. “It’s how we seal our pacts.” 
 
    Lorelei put her warm, much smaller hand in Decker’s, and he enfolded it. They shook. 
 
    A smile of genuine relief and gratitude spread across the woman’s elfin features. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said, and Decker was surprised to hear that her words were thick with unshed tears. “Thank you so much, Captain Decker.” 
 
    He mumbled a gruff, “It’s no problem,” in response. “We’re bounty hunters. So long as you can pay, then we have an accord.” 
 
    “I would also like to tell you something else, Captain Decker, now that our bargain has been struck.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “There is a vault on my home-world, hidden deep in the subterranean caverns that lie under the palazzo that fronts our governmental district.” Lorelei’s hand was still in Decker’s, but he felt no inclination to drop it, despite their deal having been concluded. 
 
    “A vault?” he asked. 
 
    “I like the sound of a vault, cap,” Rosa said, through the open doors that led to the flight deck. 
 
    “Yes, a vault,” Lorelei said. 
 
    She went over to one of the workstations and pressed her hand to the polycarbonate surface. Neon blue outlined her palm. Whirring, a part of the console shifted open, revealing a small space. 
 
    Resting on gel-foam was a single piece of carbon gray metal, shaped like a crescent. The size of the container and the shape belied the object was only a piece of a greater whole. 
 
    “This is part of a key,” he said at once. 
 
    Lorelei shot him a look, and Decker returned it with a half smile.  
 
    “I played games as much as the next kid growing up,” he said. “I know a multipart key when I see one. It’s an elegant design, but never struck me as being very practical outside of the stories.” 
 
    “Each of the seven symbiotes who were sent off-world, were given part of a single key that would allow access to this vault I speak of. If you unite the seven symbiotes, I swear you will be given access to it.” 
 
    “And what, as the bards might have said, lies within?” Rosa called from the copilot’s seat.    
 
    “I will tell you in time, though perhaps it is not worth divulging the secret of the vault just yet,” Lorelei replied. “I hope that it is enough to say that, if you are being paid in tech secrets, then the vault might well and truly be considered a most handsome bonus.”    
 
    “Shit, I’m in,” Rosa said. “Ain’t like we’ve got much else on.” 
 
    “What are the food, water, and air provisions like on this space-cruiser?” Decker asked. 
 
    “Water, air, and food are all plentiful,” Lorelei replied crisply. “The food stores are varied, though some of the preparation techniques might not be quite what you are used to.” 
 
    “You don’t get far as a bounty hunter if you’re not adaptable,” Decker said. “So long as I know we’re not going to starve, asphyxiate, or die of thirst, I’m happy to go where you need us to go.” 
 
    “Speaking of which,” Rosa said, “where the fuck is the next stop?” 
 
    Lorelei closed the secret compartment, and then brought up a system map with a few deft waves of her hand across the interactive workstation. With a flick, she sent a copy of the star map to Rosa. 
 
    Standing next to the symbiote, as they leaned over the colored display, Decker became very aware of the curves beneath her skin-suit. He swallowed and tried to keep his mind on the job at hand. 
 
    Damn, when did trying to keep my head in the game become such a struggle? he thought. I’ve spent most of my adult life in confined spaces with good-looking women, and never has my brain been more prone to reverting back to its adolescent obsession of ass and tits. 
 
    Lorelei tapped a planet on the map, magnifying it. It was a rocky terrestrial dwarf planet that looked like an innocuous pearlescent blue marble speckled with islands. 
 
    “This is where I know one of my fellow symbiotes is located,” she told Decker. 
 
    “Shit, you sure know how to pick ‘em, don’t you, honey?” Rosa said from behind them. 
 
    Decker let out a scoffing laugh. “Carth Thirty-Six. One of the wildest untamed hunks of rock in the Myrmidon System, populated by countless psychotic tribes all convinced that the other tribes are out to get them.” 
 
    “Usually, because they are,” Rosa added. “And don’t forget all the crawling, prowling, hunting things that are all too keen to snack on explorers.” 
 
    Decker leaned back, rubbed his shaved scalp, and exchanged a sardonic glance with Rosa Hawkes. 
 
    “And here was me thinking we might get to burn a nice easy course over to somewhere like Vameliv or Braenerth, or Solla K.” 
 
    “Or Moterra.” 
 
    “Yeah, Moterra would have been pleasant too.” Decker gave his head a wry shake. “Just once, it would’ve been nice to land on a planet where the inhabitants don’t want to kill us on sight.” 
 
    “Shit, cap, if you wanted a gig where they rolled out the red carpet for you, you sure picked the wrong career path, huh? You should have been a water-hauler or a fucking… I don’t know, a distillery owner? Bounty hunting isn’t a job that endears you to most of the people you meet.” 
 
    Decker laughed one of those short humorless laughs. His smile did not reach his eyes. 
 
    “I hear that, Hawkes,” he said. “I hear that.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The SC Fortune’s circadian rhythm had been adjusted to emulate the twenty-hour day-night cycle of Dracone, seeing as most of any bounty hunter’s on-planet business took place there. To stay sharp upon landing, Decker had requested that Lorelei match the ship’s circadian rhythm with their destination.  
 
    It took them four days, traveling at FTL speed, to reach Carth Thirty-Six. When they popped out of jump-space, and fired the retrograde rockets to slow their acceleration, the pearlescent blue planet filled the view ahead of them. 
 
    “Looks like the eye of a god in all that blackness, huh?” Rosa commented. 
 
    “That’s pretty poetic,” Decker replied. “Looks more like trouble to me.” 
 
    They were gathered around a table in the galley. Rosa and Decker were eating breakfast, which had been supplied by the wonderfully capable food fabricator. The device occupied almost an entire wall. It could produce a range of highly nutritious and, amazingly, recognizable foodstuffs with a few simple button clicks. 
 
    The perfectly realistic physical reconstruction of the refried bean breakfast burrito almost totally fooled Decker’s brain into thinking it was eating the real deal. Knowing that it was merely an amalgamation of synthetic proteins compressed and flavored to look like a burrito, did not hinder his enjoyment one bit. 
 
    Rosa took a sip of tea and continued to gaze up at the monitor above the bench.  
 
    “So, you’ve been here before, then, Decker?” Lorelei asked. 
 
    “Yes, I have,” Decker said. 
 
    “From the information I have access to, it looks to be a relatively mysterious planet, but abundant in life,” Lorelei said. 
 
    “That’d be a fair description of it I’d say,” Decker said. “Although it should mention somewhere about the collection of eclectic and ravenous wildlife.” 
 
    “And the very private tribes that don’t like to be disturbed by such noisy things as space-cruisers,” Rosa pointed out. 
 
    “No denying it though,” Decker pointed out, “the climate is nice.” 
 
    “Just a shame non-natives can’t breathe the atmosphere,” Rosa said. 
 
    “Yeah, there is that,” Decker said laconically. 
 
    “And nothing ruins a vacation in the wilderness more than having your bronchial tree reduced to liquid,” Rosa said. 
 
    Lorelei looked at the two of them. Decker had to suppress a grin at the look on the symbiote’s face. The pixy-like blonde was clearly highly intelligent, but he had a feeling that she was getting somewhat of a crash-course in human social interaction on this little trip. 
 
    “The way you speak so lightly of tracking my fellow symbiote through a highly hostile environment sounds to me as if you have little concern as to what is to come,” she said. 
 
    “That, honey, is how many of our kind go through the process of contending with life difficulties,” Rosa said, taking another sip of tea and watching Carth Thirty-Six draw closer. “It’s technically known as a coping mechanism.” 
 
    “Is it not more productive to face the reality of a situation and construct a plan to deal with it?” Lorelei asked, tucking a strand of her blonde hair behind her ear as she looked with interest at Rosa and Decker.    
 
    “Humans see what they want to see, Lorelei,” Decker said, wiping up the last of his burrito with his finger. He took the plate over to the galley bench to clean it down with antibacterial wet wipes and then slip it into the UV sterilization unit.  “Even if that means constructing something in their head so that they can view it with their mind’s eye.” 
 
    Rosa drained her teardrop-shaped cup and smacked her lips. Then she smiled, reached out, and patted Lorelei on the hand. 
 
    “The human brain is a complex organ, you know that, right?” the medic said to the symbiote. 
 
    Lorelei nodded. “Of course. An organ that can generate twenty-three watts of power, has virtually unlimited storage, and possesses one hundred thousand neurons and a billion synapses in a single sand grain-sized fragment, is not one to be underestimated.” 
 
    “Right,” Rosa said, getting to her feet. “But what you might not know, is that one of its most amazing abilities is that it has this wonderful power of enabling a person to find reasons for continuing to believe in whatever it is that they want to believe.” 
 
    “Even if the thing they want to believe is that they will be all right, even in the face of numerous, potentially lethal dangers?” Lorelei asked. 
 
    “Especially then,” Decker grunted. He clapped his hands and gave Rosa a sarcastic smile. 
 
    “Now, who needs a pep talk?” he asked. 
 
    Rosa chuckled and gave him a soft dig in the ribs as she slipped past him to put her cup in the UV sterilizer. 
 
    “Nah,” she said. “We all know that the trouble with pep talks is that, deep down, any bounty hunter worth their salt knows they’re all bullshit. Let’s just get down there, find Lorelei’s pal, and get back into orbit before something squatting down there in the mud decides to make a meal of us. In, out, back to the ship.” 
 
    “Sounds like a solid plan, Hawkes,” Decker said approvingly. “Speaking of the ship, though. Something has been bothering me about it. Something we should clear up before we touch her down on Carth Thirty-Six.” 
 
    “What’s that, Captain Decker?” Lorelei asked him. 
 
    “This ship has no name,” Decker pointed out. “At least none that you’ve shared.” 
 
    Lorelei blinked and cocked her head to the side, in the manner Decker was beginning to recognize as being a sign the symbiote was considering something she’d never thought of before. 
 
    “A name?” she repeated. 
 
    “Yeah,” Decker said. “A ship’s gotta have a name.” 
 
    “Why?” the symbiote asked. 
 
    “Why?” Decker frowned as he considered this. “Well… Because… It’s just…” 
 
    Decker stroked his chin thoughtfully. Unbeknownst to him, as he cogitated, Rosa leaned against a bulkhead and watched him closely through her glimmering blue eyes. 
 
    “Because you need to be able to trust it,” he said at last. “You need to be able to trust a ship, just as it needs to be able to trust you. You need to be able to respect it, to come to know it, to learn and appreciate all of its little foibles and intricacies. You have to become accustomed to every sound, to the feel of every tremor and groan. More than anything, you need to make a ship your home. It’s only because of our space-cruisers that we are afforded a look through the ultimate window of opportunity, a porthole through which the entire universe can be viewed, explored—and, ultimately, understood.” 
 
    Decker blinked, cleared his throat, and refocused on Lorelei. 
 
    “They give us all of that,” he said. “The least we can do is give them a fucking name.” 
 
    Lorelei was smiling. There was a look in her eye that Decker could not quite place. 
 
    “That was eloquently put, Decker,” the symbiote said. 
 
    He shrugged. He ran a hand across his shaved scalp and dropped it. 
 
    “You and I share a bond now,” he said. “And through that bond, I can connect to this ship on a deeper level than I ever thought was possible. I’ve a feeling that that bond is the kind of thing that will let us know when she’s taken a knock, even before she starts wailing. The kind of thing that will keep her in vacuum when she ought to succumb to the drag of orbit. You know what I mean?” 
 
    Lorelei nodded, and her smile widened. “Yes, Captain Decker, I think I do.” 
 
    “But, if Lorelei is part of the ship,” Rosa pointed out from where she still leaned against the bulkhead, “wouldn’t the ship be Lorelei too?” 
 
    “I always viewed the ship as an inanimate object that I was joined with by a nexus for the good of my people,” Lorelei said. “Though I am one with it, and share an unencumbered intimacy with it, I never thought of naming it. Until I heard you speak, Decker.”   
 
    He shook his head adamantly. He took Lorelei’s hand in his, feeling the warm flesh of her fingers between his own. 
 
    “I can’t be dealing with that,” he said. “Lorelei is her own person. Don’t you think, Rosa?” 
 
    “Sure do, cap,” Rosa agreed. 
 
    “So, the ship needs her own name,” Decker said. 
 
    “Her?” Lorelei asked. 
 
    “C’mon, honey,” Rosa said. “Look at this thing. All smooth curves, efficient, state-of-the-art, tidy, and fine as hell. Of course it’s a ‘her’.” 
 
    Lorelei laughed lightly; a sound like silver pennies falling into a pool. 
 
    “But what can we call her?” Decker asked. 
 
    Rosa drummed her gorgeous full lips with her fingers as a thoughtful silence fell over the three companions. 
 
    “Look,” Rosa said eventually, “you told me that the Fortune was named because that’s what it felt like when you won it in that game of cards, and because it was what all bounty hunters are seeking, right?” 
 
    “Right,” Decker said. 
 
    “Well, I’ve got a feeling that this ship’s going to end up as a bit of a melting pot—not just in terms of crew, which always happens anyway—but also in what kinds of missions we’re gonna end up undertaking.” 
 
    Decker eyed his medical officer. “You’ve a nose for these things, Hawkes. And I have a gut-feeling that you’re right. That we’re on the brink of being sucked into something the likes of which we’ve never so much as dreamt of being involved with.” 
 
    “Right, so, is there some word that maybe encapsulates that kind of hodgepodge of potential crew and undertaking that we’re likely to come across?” Rosa asked. 
 
    Lorelei’s smooth brow furrowed just a fraction. 
 
    “The Chaos?” the symbiote suggested. 
 
    “Too evil-sounding,” Rosa said at once, to the quiet disappointment of Decker. 
 
    “The Gallimaufry?” Lorelei said. 
 
    “Nah, too much of a mouthful,” Decker said. 
 
    “I think it kind of suits her,” Rosa said, patting the galley bench. 
 
    “You want something you can say easily when you’re taking sustained coilgun fire and running for your life back to the ship,” Decker countered. “It’d just get shortened down to the Galli, and then it sounds like we’re flying around in a big-ass kitchen—or a food-hauler, which’ll make us a tasty target for pirates.” 
 
    “The Hash?” Lorelei offered. 
 
    “No,” said Rosa and Decker in unison. 
 
    “Too potatoey,” Decker said, drawing an uncomprehending look from the symbiote. 
 
    “The Farrago?” Lorelei tried. 
 
    Decker looked up. “The Farrago… You know what? I kind of like that.” 
 
    Rosa nodded her head slowly and looked around the interior of the galley, as if she could take in the whole ship. 
 
    “Yeah,” she said. “Yeah, I think that suits her.” 
 
    “Well, it’ll do for the time being at any rate.” Decker glanced up at the monitors, then shuffled over to one of the workstations and brought up a three-dimensional image of their plotted trajectory. Over the last few days, he and Rosa had become comfortable with much of the intuitive systems of the Farrago, if not experts. 
 
    “Won’t be long now,” he said to Rosa. “Let’s head down to the cargo bay and get suited and booted.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Carth Thirty-Six was as beautiful, seductive, and lethal as any femme fatale. When Decker and Rosa stepped from the extendable airlock and out into a smothering humidity, they did so in full shock suits. 
 
    They’d had the opportunity to replace their old suits with symbiote-made ones, but Decker had been unwilling to learn the intricacies of new suits whilst on a live mission, even if they looked to be superior.  
 
    The symbiote helmets were impressive, though, and easily adopted.  
 
    They had intuitive HUDs which automatically paired with the unmatched shock suits, allowing the two explorers instant information on the integrity of their body armor.  
 
    They also had built-in air-recyclers, more compact and efficient than any he’d seen before. Not having to strap bottles of air to the combat webbing was something Decker could appreciate. The helmets did have a small bottle of compressed emergency air built into one side, however, just in case the recycling system was compromised.     
 
    “You haven’t been here for a while, right?” Rosa asked, spooling through the map on her omni-com, which was linked to Farrago’s lidar. Her voice came out a little tinny through the speakers of the symbiote helmet. 
 
    “Not for a while, no,” Decker said, staring around at the mass of unkempt, thriving jungle that hemmed in their landing zone.  
 
    “Has it changed much?” Rosa asked. 
 
    Decker could tell she was asking questions to try and assuage her own nervousness. He let her. Not all bounty hunters were like him. 
 
    “This planet is one of those places that never changes,” he said, shifting his coilgun into a more comfortable position on his shoulder. “Or, maybe it’d be more accurate to say that it’s one of those places that is continuously changing. I don’t know.” 
 
    Rosa glanced over at him as he checked the drum magazine in his cryopistol. “How the fuck can you be so calm?” 
 
    The mag in the cryopistol was full, which was not surprising. There was so much water in the air that they’d have basically an unlimited supply of ammo while they searched for Lorelei’s fellow symbiote. Decker holstered the sidearm. 
 
    “It’s not like I don’t have any fear,” he said evenly. “I’ve just become really good at it.” 
 
    “Good at what?” 
 
    “Hiding my fear so deep down that I forget where I placed it.” 
 
    Rosa rolled her eyes. “Men. Always trying to be so fucking macho.” 
 
    “Lorelei, we’re good to go here, I think,” Decker said, opening up the comms channel to the ship. “You’re sure this is the best spot to start our search, yeah?” 
 
    “I can feel my fellow symbiote, Decker,” Lorelei replied. “There is no more convenient place we would be able to land the Farrago. The landing pod came down somewhere near here, though I can’t precisely pinpoint it just yet. The pod is equipped with similar stealth technology to the Farrago, but I would have thought I would have been able to detect it on lidar. As it is, I’ll have to guide you toward where I can physically feel my fellow symbiote.” 
 
    “It’d be great if you could come with us, Lorelei,” Rosa said. 
 
    “I would enjoy that very much,” the symbiote replied, without even a trace of irony, “but my physical projection is limited to a radius around the ship. If radio comms fail, I will be able to connect telepathically to Captain Decker, to ensure you do not get lost.” 
 
    “You’ll be able to what now?” Decker blurted. 
 
    “C’mon, Decker,” Rosa said. “Are you telling me that after all the crazy shit we’ve seen over the past few days that you’re going to let a little mind-to-mind contact freak you out?” 
 
    Decker mouthed silently, then snapped his mouth closed. “Let’s just use the radios until we can’t, okay? The inside of a man’s head is—” 
 
    “A simply furnished, sometimes grim, and often mysterious place, I imagine,” Rosa quipped. 
 
    Decker checked his omni-com and saw that Lorelei had rigged his map of the area with a simple red part that had been overlaid on the different shades of blue of the terrain. 
 
    “The red is the rough area you think your fellow symbiote is in?” he asked. 
 
    “Correct, Decker,” Lorelei said. 
 
    Decker and Rosa pushed off. The rainforest in front of them was tangled and lush, with weirdly luminous and very ancient trees. Once they had stepped under the eaves of the trees ringing the glade, Decker immediately got the feeling that they were being spied on by some thing or things unseen. 
 
    “This place is going to be full of bugs and rodents, isn’t it?” Rosa said as they waded through the underbrush. 
 
    “Shit yeah, it is. I thought you’d been here before?” Decker said, trying to crunch his way through twigs and branches as silently as he could. 
 
    “I never said that,” Rosa replied. Now that they were on the move, Decker noticed that her voice was a lot steadier. He knew that feeling.  
 
    Often the trepidation of doing something was far greater than actually doing the thing. When boots were on the ground and guns were in the hand, a bounty hunter’s imagination took a backseat and their instincts took the reins. 
 
    “You sounded like you knew what you were talking about back when we were talking about Carth Thirty-Six in the Farrago,” Decker said. 
 
    “I’m a medical officer,” Rosa explained. “I read a lot. This planet is of great interest to bio-pharmaceutical companies across the system. There’s a wealth of nature here, and with a wealth of nature comes a wealth of… Well, wealth, I suppose. Lots of potential for cooking up new drugs.” 
 
    Decker nodded as the pair of them trudged on. “It’s got that frontier feel to it. And although everyone gets all misty-eyed and romantic when they think of frontiers, there’s only ever one thing when you get there.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Rosa asked. 
 
    “Money.” 
 
    They trekked on through the thick multi-colored bush for an hour. Above them, the canopy soared; monopolized by trees that held a passing resemblance to rowan, spruce, and crab apple, but were simultaneously nothing like any of them.  
 
    Light, dyed orange by the atmospheric dust, filtered through the mismatch of tangled branches in beams that ebbed in tune to the canopy’s rustling.  
 
    Large swathes of grassland dotted the forest floor, giving way to plantations of fungi twice as tall as Decker. Sight ahead was completely blocked by these towering purple and green mushrooms, and Decker moved cautiously, one eye on thermal imaging readouts on his omni-com.  
 
    Swooping tendrils of variegated vines clung to the bent, crooked trees and draped from one branch to the next. A stunning range of flowers, which elicited a few gasps of  approval from Rosa but were mostly ignored by Decker, bedecked some of the trunks, running up them like beautiful smears of moss. The vegetative landscape was a riot of colorful fancy. 
 
    “It’s beautiful in here, isn’t it?” Rosa said. 
 
    Decker swallowed the mouthful of water he had just sucked from the miniature atmospheric water generator of his shock suit. “Yeah, it’s lovely, all right. It’s the kind of lovely that has lulled countless scientific expeditions into a false sense of security though, just before they found themselves being killed.” 
 
    Rosa swallowed.   
 
    A cacophony of beastly noises, predominantly those of prowling animals, assailed their ears from out of the forest from time to time. At moments such as those, Decker would call a halt, crouch, tuck his coilgun to his shoulder, and wait until the thermal imaging cleared. The splashing of fish leaping around in a nearby lake drew their attention at one point, but Decker cautioned Rosa to stay away from the edge. 
 
    Rosa nodded. “Fish having a good time don’t typically jump, right?”  
 
    “That’s what I was thinking,” Decker agreed. 
 
    “Lorelei?” Rosa asked, during a moment when Decker and she had stopped for a brief rest. 
 
    “Yes, Rosa,” came the instantaneous reply. 
 
    “Does this fellow symbiote of yours have a name?” 
 
    “Yes,” Lorelei said. “Her name is Saavi.” 
 
    “I can’t believe I didn’t ask that,” Decker said, a little self-admonishment entering his voice. 
 
    “Yeah, pretty awkward. Especially after that big spiel about names back on the Farrago,” Rosa said. 
 
    “That wasn’t a big—” 
 
    Rosa chuckled. “I’m just pulling your leg, cap.” 
 
    “It’s a good point to bring up, though. There’s already enough things out here who’re all too keen on making our insides our outsides. It’d be a hell of a thing to reach this woman only to have her blast us to smithereens. Nothing helps diffuse a potentially dangerous situation like having the strangers who are trying to convince you to come back to their ship knowing your name.” 
 
    “Might buy us a few seconds before the rounds start flying,” Rosa said, sounding like she was only half joking. 
 
    As they drew closer and closer to the area marked in red on their omni-com maps, the area itself started to shrink. 
 
    “We’re getting closer,” Rosa said. 
 
    “Yes,” Lorelei agreed. “Using the bond that Captain Decker and I share, I have been able to triangulate the position of Saavi. Keep heading in that general direction and we should be able to find her toge—” 
 
    “Rosa, wait!” Decker cried out, his eyes fixed on a section of the forest canopy some forty yards to their right. 
 
    Too late. Rosa, alerted by his cry, looked around but kept on walking.  
 
    Decker cursed. If he’d had less on his mind he would have known not to sing out like a fucking amateur, but tell her calmly to stop in her tracks. As it was, she blundered straight into a patch of ground like any other, except for the suspicious way that it had rippled when a branch had fallen from above. 
 
    “What the fuck!” Rosa cried out as her feet plunged into the trap. Before she could throw herself back out, she was mired up to her calves in the soupy, sticky sludge. “What the hell is this shit, Decker? Quicksand?” 
 
    “No,” Decker said grimly, his eyes glued fast to the upper reaches of the high canopy to their right. “No, it’s not quicksand. Definitely not quicksand.” 
 
    “You’ve seen it before?” Rosa shot at him, struggling in vain to heave her feet out of the ground.  
 
    Forest floor in a patch of about twenty yards square had a viscous look to it. Now that he studied it closely, the lack of leaves and branches lying in it was a pretty damn obvious give-away. There was also a faint white mold covering it. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “Yeah, I’ve seen this before.” 
 
    “Well, what the fuck is—?” Rosa said. 
 
    The ponderous creaking and sharp snapping of branches from above them drew the gorgeous medic’s attention to the same trees Decker had eyed suspiciously. 
 
    “Ah, man,” she said weakly. “Um, what… What in the fuck am I looking at there, cap?” 
 
    It was a giant creature; fat and segmented as a caterpillar, but the size of a terrestrial hover boat—twenty yards long, at least, and four yards wide. The gleaming brown sections of its chitinous body glistened in the sunlight.  
 
    As the creature turned sluggishly, oozing over the massive tree limbs, it revealed its flat, squashed face with its cluster of eyes, gaping maw, and stalk-like antenna. 
 
    “I don’t know what the fuck it is, but I know you just trod in its ambush site,” Decker said. 
 
    Rosa raised her coilgun to her shoulder, her face a picture of disgust, and pulled the trigger. The solid metal slug, about the size of her pinky finger, caromed off the natural armor plating. The ricochet snapped loudly past Decker’s helmet, which reported to him that he had been about six inches away from never having to worry about anything again. 
 
    “Hold your fire!” he barked. “It’ll do no good. One of my old crew mates encountered one of these when I first joined the UCBH.” 
 
    “He got caught like this?” Rosa asked, watching the giant caterpillar thing make its way laboriously toward her. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “What happened to him?” 
 
    “You really want me to tell you that, Hawkes?” 
 
    Rosa shook her head. 
 
    “Didn’t think so,” Decker grunted. 
 
    Careful not to step into the gooey ground, he dropped his coilgun to the deck and drew his laz-blade. He thumbed the sheathing button, and immediately the orange edged powered knife sprung into life. The incandescent edge of the tool crackled and spat as it turned the invisible moisture in the air into steam. 
 
    “Keep an eye on that thing,” Decker said. 
 
    “Oh yeah, I’ll just keep an eye on the giant crawling bug coming to eat me. Good idea, cap, never would’ve thought of it myself!” Rosa said, her words dripping sarcasm thicker than the hideous beast’s drool. 
 
    Decker’s instinct told him to hack and carve away at the solidified goop around Rosa’s legs as fast as he could. However, he knew from his previous experience that the organic hydrogel-type glue was highly elastic and would only refill the gouge of a laz-blade if it was done too quickly. Decker had to take his time and ensure that his white hot powered knife edge properly cauterized the giant caterpillar’s glue. 
 
    It was excruciating, but eventually he got Rosa’s right leg free.  
 
    Hearing the creaking crack of breaking branches as the huge sluggish predator moved slowly in for the kill, made his nerves tense with stress, but he did not look up. 
 
    At one point, Rosa raised her coilgun to her shoulder again and let loose a couple more shots. The whining fizz of the reports hadn’t died away when Decker said, “I told you, it’s pointless.” 
 
    “I’m not aiming for the thing,” Rosa retorted. “I just took out a big branch it was heading for. I’m trying to lead it on a walkabout. Buy you some more time.” 
 
    “Okay. Cheers,” Decker said gruffly, and he continued cutting. 
 
    He was rounding the tip of Rosa’s boot, two thirds of the way around her leg, when she said, “Decker…?” 
 
    He didn’t answer, being too intent upon his work. 
 
    “Decker?” 
 
    He slid the laz-blade carefully along the inside of the medical officer’s foot, heading for the heel. 
 
    “Decker?” 
 
    “What?” he snapped, glancing up despite himself. “Oh…” 
 
    The caterpillar was right above them.  
 
    Its cavernous mouth gaped open, black and deep as the Devil’s pupil. A long, awful, goopy strand of gluttonous rope descended from that ghastly mouth. Inching down toward where Rosa stood, still stuck fast. 
 
    Decker bent feverishly back to his task. 
 
    “Ten feet…” Rosa said. Her voice sounded dead calm. Dead calm. Resigned. 
 
    Decker’s bio-suit was regulating his temperature at a perfect seventy degrees, but he could feel the sweat coating his body nonetheless. 
 
    “Eight feet…” Rosa said, her voice coming through the speaker of his helmet and trickling into his ear. 
 
    “Six feet… five…” 
 
    C’mon you fucking thing, c’mon, c’mon. Come the fuck on! Decker’s thoughts screamed in his head. 
 
    “Three feet…” 
 
    Decker’s teeth were clenched so hard they felt like they might shatter. 
 
    “Decker, please…” Rosa whispered. 
 
    The mucilaginous rope swung, quivering slightly, one foot from Rosa’s upturned face. 
 
    “Please—” 
 
    Decker seized Rosa by the waist and flung her backward. The thick dangling strand that the caterpillar creature had been lowering flapped into the empty air and then began to be reeled fast toward the eager tooth-filled jaws above. 
 
    Decker crawled backward, not taking his eyes off the foiled creature for a second, until his hand found Rosa’s leg. He squeezed it, more to make sure that he really had just snatched her from the jaws of a certain and grisly death than anything else. 
 
    “You okay?” he gasped, only realizing then that he was breathing like he’d just run a marathon. 
 
    Rosa’s face was a pale mask through the faceplate. 
 
    “Yeah, cap,” she said. “Yeah, I’m good.” 
 
    The pair of them lay there, on the forest floor, and watched as the thwarted insectile giant lumber about moodily as it began to make its glacial way back toward its designated waiting point. 
 
    Decker pushed himself into a sitting position and scooted backward until he was able to put a protective arm around Rosa. 
 
    “You know that if anyone, or anything, is crazy enough to try and attack you that I’m going to show them a very up close and personal view of the end of the world, right? If I can, I mean.” 
 
    Rosa looked up into Decker’s blazing green-blue eyes. She nodded. 
 
    “I’m going to let anything that tries to do harm to  my crew witness whatever kingdom they believe in come with their own eyes,” Decker said. 
 
    Rosa nodded again. A ghost of a smile flitted across her face. 
 
    “I know, cap.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    Decker gave his medic a final one-armed squeeze, then got to his feet, and helped her up. 
 
    “Is everything okay?” Lorelei said. “The diagnostics on your shock suits are reading elevated heart rates and fluctuation in core body temperature.” 
 
    “We’re fine,” Rosa told the symbiote in a voice that could almost have passed from normal. 
 
    “The diagnostics don’t say anything about anyone shitting themselves, do they?” Decker breathed, scooping up his dropped coilgun. 
 
    “Um… no, Decker,” Lorelei said. 
 
    “Good,” Decker replied. “I didn’t think so, but it can be hard to tell in bio-suits.” 
 
    Rosa laughed with relief and shouldered her own weapon. 
 
    “Shit can’t get any worse than that, can it?” she said. 
 
    Decker’s own small grin of relief congealed on his face. 
 
    “You know what they say,” he said, “You think that this is as bad as shit gets, but that’s only because you haven’t ever known worse.” 
 
    He set off again, being extremely careful to skirt the boobytrapped patch of forest floor. 
 
    “You know,” Rosa said from behind him, “I swear your pep talks used to be a lot better.”         
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, it was not long before Decker’s cynical words of warning were proved to hold more than a grain of truth. 
 
    At Rosa’s insistence, Decker now led the way. Coilguns at the ready, he and Rosa made their way through one of the strange thickets of fungi, which grew in clusters through the more open areas of the rainforest. The patch they were pushing through was a young one, being only about waist high. The sunlight was soft, the air filled with golden spores that floated from the fungi like wishes. 
 
    There was an almost dreamy stillness in the air.    
 
    “Incoming!” Decker yelled. 
 
    A warning of a fast-approaching object had flashed across his HUD. 
 
    Rosa jerked her coilgun up and spun around. 
 
    Whatever the thing was, it was coming in hot. Decker wasn’t surprised. The residents of Carth Thirty-Six had learned to move with speed and precision, and with zero hesitation to survive in such a rich and contended hunting ground. The heat signature was so quick it was practically a long streak of yellow and orange set against the blue. 
 
    And it was heading for Rosa. 
 
    “Flavor of the month,” he muttered. 
 
    The coilgun was, in the age of interstellar travel, a relatively simplistic weapon. It was a compact assault weapon that used magnetic forces, rather than gunpowder, to propel solid steel slugs contained in a box magazine down a smoothbore barrel. Decker didn’t really give a shit about the science behind it, only that it worked. 
 
    He unloaded a magazine’s worth of slugs into the treeline, at the rough estimate of where the incoming hostile was. The solid steel rounds punched through some of the unfortunate fungi growths like they weren’t even there. When they contacted the hardwoods, the projectiles blew holes the size of tangerines through the solid wood, sending shards and slivers of wood flying in all directions. 
 
    Large winged animals, which looked like a cross between slugs and bats, took flight from the canopy as the rounds smashed the trees in front of Decker to splinters. 
 
    The heat signature swerved away from Rosa and circled the glade. 
 
    “Any idea what the hell that is, Lorelei?” Decker asked. 
 
    “Afraid not, Decker,” the symbiote replied. “The biodiversity on this planet is far too vast for the Farrago’s database to make an accurate prediction based solely on a heat signature.” 
 
    “I’m really starting to dislike this place,” Decker growled.  
 
    The blob of heat had circled the glade they were in, but was being careful to stay out of sight. Regrettably, it did not appear to be a stupid animal. It looked to have taken note of where the slugs had come from and snuck around toward Decker. 
 
    With practiced fluidity, Decker ejected the mag of his coilgun and reached for another. 
 
    The unknown enemy burst from the treeline like a furred bolt of lightning. 
 
    The first thing that Decker’s mind told him was that it was a tiger. 
 
    The second thing his brain told him was that it couldn’t possibly be a tiger. Tigers were a galaxy away. Besides, they hadn’t been known to grow to twenty feet long, five feet tall at the shoulders, and look to weigh about fifteen hundred pounds. Nor, if he remembered his biology right, had they been all black with green stripes running laterally down their bodies. He wasn’t quite certain whether their top canines had protruded quite so lengthily from their jaws either. 
 
    The third thing that Decker’s brain told him, which was probably the most vital piece of information, was that there was no way he was going to have time to reload. 
 
    Typical. 
 
    The charging cat let rip a snarling roar. It was a sound that took the reptilian, primordial part of Decker’s psyche by the throat and squeezed. It pushed all those subconscious buttons that reminded him that he was, when you stripped away all the window-dressing, an animal, and there was a bigger, badder animal coming for his blood. 
 
    Decker dropped his coilgun. His right hand moved unthinkingly to the thigh holster on his right leg. Distantly, as if a select few neurons were making note of such things, he heard the dull fwizz, fwizz, fwizz, fwizz of Rosa taking shots.   
 
    The fungi around the charging ball of black and green exploded into a million celestial puffs of bright colors. One of the solid metal slugs zipped across the back of the creature’s muscular shoulders, spraying a stream of crimson droplets into the air as it hissed through skin and a little muscle. 
 
    The huge black cat did not slow. Did not even flinch. 
 
    Decker managed to draw just as the jungle cat reached him. He let loose four cryopistol shots before a paw the size of a platter smacked into him.  
 
    Metal shrieked. Sparks flew. The impact punted Decker ten yards through the air, smashing through a few of the fungi towers before he hit leaf mold and rolled half a dozen times.  
 
    He rolled to rest on his back. By some miracle, he was still clutching his pistol. Vision swimming, he raised it. 
 
    The beast stuck its head between two fungi towers. It was a beautiful animal; the epitome of the perfect killing machine. Its bright emerald eyes, bisected by a slit of horizontal pupil, glowed with an unapologetic, unquenchable, lust for blood. Its snout was pointier than Decker had initially thought, its ears long and pointy and flattened back on its head. 
 
    Decker unloaded into the savage face. He fired until the great cat retreated with a snarl of rage and pain. 
 
    Red lights flickered in the corners of his HUD as he got to his feet. He didn’t know what they meant. Didn’t have time to check. 
 
    “Rosa?” he said into his comms. 
 
    He pushed through the waist-high fungi towers. Rosa was only about twenty yards from him. 
 
    “Decker, are you okay?” she asked him. 
 
    He didn’t answer. He couldn’t see the jungle cat. Didn’t know where the fuck something that size could get to, not in the time it had taken for him to get to his…  
 
    …feet. 
 
    The jungle cat pounced out of the fungi towers to his left and bowled Decker clean off his feet. Hot breath fogged his visor; the stink of rotten meat, the metallic tang of old blood and feral piss penetrated through his filtered air supply. 
 
    “Fuck!” Decker yelled.  
 
    He still had his cryopistol, but he didn’t know which way was up let alone where the cat was. 
 
    Turf smacked him in the face, driving the wind from him. Knowing that showing the back of his neck to a predator was about as good an idea as trying to run out and give it a big wet kiss, Decker rolled over. 
 
    And saw death in its green eyes. 
 
    He stuck his cryopistol into the cat’s massive rib cage and pulled the trigger, knowing as he did so that it was futile. 
 
    Then was another fwizz from off to his right, and Decker’s world turned red. There was a heavy thump. 
 
    Hoping that he hadn’t been swallowed whole, Decker reached out for a handful of grass to wipe his faceplate with. 
 
    Rosa was standing over him. Next to her was the huge black and green body of the dead jungle cat. 
 
    “I guess we’re even,” the purple haired woman said, her blue eyes wide with exhilaration. 
 
    “Yeah, even,” Decker said. “This is a fun game.” 
 
    He got to his feet and clapped the woman on the shoulder. 
 
    “I—” he started to say. 
 
    A soft growl rippled through the clearing. 
 
    It was joined by another, then another. 
 
    Then two more. 
 
    Decker and Rosa turned. 
 
    On the far side of the clearing they had crossed, at least a dozen more of the giant black and green hunting cats emerged from the treeline. 
 
    “Ah,” Decker said. 
 
    “You think we can take them?” Rosa asked. 
 
    “A dozen of them?” he said, standing stock-still. 
 
    “A dozen that we can see,” she corrected him. 
 
    “When it took two of us to take down one. No, Hawkes.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    The two of them stood there, while they were eyed with inquisitive disdain by the cats across the glade. 
 
    “Just say the word, cap,” Rosa said. 
 
    What fucking word? Decker thought. 
 
    “Okay,” he said, “I will.” 
 
    Rosa licked her lips and tightened her grip on her coilgun. 
 
    “Run!” Decker yelled, turning and pushing Rosa ahead of him. “Run, and don’t stop running until you’re fucking dead!” 
 
    Legs pumping, useless coilgun bouncing on his shoulder, Decker sprinted side by side with Rosa through the tangled undergrowth of the rainforest. Behind them, the animalistic bugle call went up; a collection of meaty howling snarls. A sound that would have given Satan’s barbershop quartet pause for thought. 
 
    He didn’t speak the hellish cat-like monster language, obviously, but he recognized well enough what they were telling one another. Could almost hear the adrenaline-fueled hunger in the tone of the chorus of their blood-chilling roars. 
 
    The hunt was on. 
 
    Rosa’s ragged breathing came loud and harsh through the comms. The medic never said a word. She too, like Decker, was concentrating on just keeping her feet. She was as smart as a whip and knew that the moment one of them lost their footing they were as good as dinner. 
 
    Decker glanced at his omni-com. Miraculously, he and Rosa were heading in the direction of the second symbiote. He swore softly, as he almost tripped over a rotting log, but managed to see it at the last minute and hurdle it. 
 
    “Decker?” came the soothing, sexy voice of Lorelei through his speakers. The symbiote’s tone was ludicrously calm for the situation that Decker found himself in.  
 
    “Yeah?” he gasped. 
 
    “You’re heading straight for the target area, but I must warn you there’s a substantial ravine ahead of you that will take some time to traverse.” 
 
    Thought so, he thought, a plan unspooling in a mind that was filling with red hysteria. 
 
    “At the rate your hearts are pumping, not to mention your speed, I would caution you to slow d—” Lorelei continued. 
 
    “Lorelei,” Decker yelled, pushing the words out of himself with every snatched breath, “how high is the ravine?” 
 
    There was a short pause. Before Lorelei could answer, he said, “Is it sheer?” 
 
    “The topography does appear to show it being a clean cut river gorge, though how high—” the symbiote started to say. 
 
    “Fuck it, doesn’t matter.” The skin on his back was positively crawling, anticipating the hot slash of razor-sharp claws across his neck or down his spine. 
 
    “But, Captain Decker—” Lorelei said, “even in a shock suit the fall might—” 
 
    “No time,” he gasped. He thought he heard a snarl from their rear, and the crash of a tree being knocked over. 
 
    “No fucking choice,” Rosa added. 
 
    Grabbing Rosa by the hand, Decker made the smartest decision he had made since the Farrago had touched down on Carth Thirty-Six, and sprinted out of the treeline, right off the cliff, and launched the pair of them out into the void. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are you hurt?” 
 
    Rosa’s voice sounded distant. Decker opened his eyes. He was lying in the shallows at the edge of a river. 
 
    A river bank. 
 
    River banks were not good places to lie around. 
 
    Things lived on river banks. Basked on them. 
 
    He knew he should move. 
 
    “Decker, are you hurt?” the medic repeated. 
 
    Hauling himself into a sitting position, he winced as he rolled his neck from side to side. He picked up his coilgun. Water ran out of the barrel.  
 
    “I mean, my pride’s a little bruised,” he said. 
 
    Rosa let out a little disbelieving chuckle. She raised her hand to give him one of her familiar friendly jabs to the arm, but the motion was arrested by a clamor of howling roars of frustration. The medic’s face went even paler. 
 
    Decker looked up. 
 
    High above them and about a thousand feet up river, the pride of black and green hunting cats stood on the edge of the hundred foot cliff he and Rosa had just thrown themselves off. It was hard to tell with cats, but Decker thought that they sounded pissed. 
 
    “Well, I guess the seals that connect our helmets to our bio-suits held,” he said. “That’s something. Otherwise we wouldn’t be having this conversation.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Rosa said, dragging her eyes away from the cats. “Yeah, that’s something at least.” 
 
    “I’m amazed that you made it at all,” Lorelei said in their ears. “The upper limit of human tolerance to impact velocity in water is fairly close to one hundred feet per second, or sixty-eight miles per hour, or the equivalent of a one hundred and eighty-six-foot free-fall. You’re both extremely lucky.” 
 
    Decker snorted as he got to his feet. “I’ve been called a lot of things in my life, Lorelei, but lucky isn’t one of them.” 
 
    The familiar slick clack of metal sliding into metal returned Decker’s attention to Rosa. She was slotting a fresh mag into her weapon. 
 
    “I won’t deny that taking a few potshots would go someway to settling the score with those fucking things up there,” Decker said, “but there’s really not any point in you doing that.” 
 
    “It’ll make me feel better.” 
 
    “No doubt, but our coilguns are cooked.” 
 
    Seemingly unwilling to take his word for it, Rosa sighted along her weapon and pulled the trigger. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    “The energy cell,” Decker explained. “They don’t like water too much.” 
 
    “Shit,” Rosa snarled. 
 
    “Easy enough to fix when we get back on the Farrago, but that’s not much comfort right now. I think we should get going, before our friends up there figure out a way down.” 
 
    “Agreed. Lorelei, are we close? Have you managed to narrow down the location any more?” 
 
    “I have,” Lorelei replied promptly. “Your unexpected shortcut has put you within a klick of where we are aiming for.” 
 
    A sudden raucous burst of bird voice filled the air. Decker tensed, his hand dropping instinctively to his cryopistol.  
 
    A cloud of four-winged birds erupted out of the rainforest, swirling into the air with that mysterious blend of lightning reflexes and uncanny, almost telepathic ability that flocks of starlings possessed. The birds glinted a bright orange in the sunlight, reminding him of a shoal of shimmering fish, before they wheeled and disappeared to the north. 
 
    A moment later, a faint tremor ran from the ground and up his legs. 
 
    “That’s strange,” Lorelei said. 
 
    “What’s strange?” Rosa asked. 
 
    “The target area was stationary, and did not deviate a fraction, all the time the pair of you had been heading toward it.” 
 
    “And now?” Decker asked, his eyes fixed on the edge of the forest as another tremor ran up his legs. 
 
    “And now the symbiote’s target area would seem to be moving,” Lorelei told them. “It isn’t traveling quickly, but it is moving.” 
 
    “Lorelei, the ground’s shaking under our feet,” Decker said as another deep vibration shook the earth. “Care to fill us in on that?” 
 
    There was a pause. 
 
    “I can tell you that it’s not subterranean, not geological,” the symbiote said. 
 
    Decker checked the updated map on omni-com. “We’re going to be heading toward it, aren’t we?” he asked, already knowing the answer. 
 
    “It would seem so, cap,” Rosa said. There was a certain flat resignation to her voice. It mirrored Decker’s own feelings on the matter. 
 
    “Remember when we used to just hunt down assholes for money?” he asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Rosa said. “Those days are becoming more and more rose-tinted in my mind.” 
 
    “Come on. Delaying this isn’t going to let us avoid it.” 
 
    Decker and Rosa jogged through the rainforest, their cryopistols drawn and their eyes flicking from shadow to shadow. The tremors did not pick up their pace—they remained as rhythmic as a heartbeat—but they did grow more and more powerful as the two bounty hunters drew closer. 
 
    Before too long, they started seeing all sorts of animals fleeing in the opposite direction to where they were going. When the first herd of leaping deer with single curving horns crashed through the dense brush and bounded past Decker, the big man raised his weapon automatically. The deer paid him no heed. One of them vaulted effortlessly over him as the rest of the herd crashed on by. 
 
    After that, beasts of all sorts smashed their way through the trees, fleeing something that Decker and Rosa still could not see.  
 
    A bear with glittering green fur running on its hind legs, a pair of lumbering cow-like creatures as big as elephants hooting with fear, a swirling torrent of purple-shelled crabs with one big pincer and one little one. Nothing even glanced their way. All the animals had one thing in mind, and one thing only: To get the hell away from whatever was shaking the earth. 
 
    The ground wasn’t so much trembling by then, as shuddering. With each successive concussive boom, the earth beneath Decker’s boots lurched. So intense did it become that on more than one occasion Rosa was half bounced into the air and had to crouch to remain upright. 
 
    “This sounds promising,” she said drily. “Not at all ominous.” 
 
    The huge thuds, which reminded Decker of the time he had chased a mark through a mining camp only to have the dumb bastard get crashed to jelly by an orbital ore drop, soon became punctuated by the other sounds. The creaking tortured groan of trees being uprooted, the thunderous crack of splintering stone, the roar of vast amounts of earth being moved about. 
 
    “The target area is now dead ahead,” Lorelei said. “You should be able to see my fellow symbiote in a matter of minutes. Or so I hope.” 
 
    Carefully, bracing themselves against the boles of mighty trees whenever the earth gave one of its violent heaves, Decker led them to a fringe of shattered rainforest. Beyond the treeline, he could make out the clear, clean light of day. 
 
    “Approaching a glade,” he told Lorelei. “Stand by for confirmation.” 
 
    Thirty seconds later, Decker saw what was making all the din. 
 
    His mouth fell open. 
 
    Science had long ago eclipsed religion in terms of awe-inspiring wonder. It had been hundreds and hundreds of years since people in general had come to the realization that, throughout history, hardly any major religion had looked at science and had the balls to quietly say, “Shit, this is better than we could have ever imagined! This infinite collection of star systems is way bigger than our prophets could have ever dreamed; grander, more delicately balanced, and more sophisticated.” Instead they all seemed to have said, “Hold up! Hold up just one second now! This won’t do. Compared to all this boundless variety our god might be a little god, but he is our little god and we want him to stay that way.” 
 
    Of course, Decker thought as he stared up in slack-jawed wonder at the thing in front of him, physical experience and imagination had a lot to do with that. 
 
    None of the old religions had ever emphasized the indescribable resplendence of the universe as revealed by the modern day sciences, which were continuously throwing more and more wondrous facets and revelations into the light, purely because they had lacked the scope.  
 
    Had they been able to appreciate the sheer chaotic marvel all around them, had they been able to visualize the limitless possibilities of the cosmos, they might have been able to draw forth reserves of reverence and awe hardly tapped by the short-sighted conventional faiths of their home-worlds. 
 
    The source of the cataclysmic, earth-shaking thuds was a massive tortoise-like creature, with a forest on its back. 
 
    It was as simple as that. 
 
    “That,” Rosa said, “is… That’s just really… It’s big isn’t it?” 
 
    Decker didn’t reply.  
 
    It certainly was big. You could say that about it. It was a walking island. Its four legs appeared—when compared against the bulk of its armored, forest-clad body—short and stumpy. They were, in reality, each as wide as a skyscraper. The crown of the domed shell must have been a thousand feet high. Maybe more. 
 
    Decker watched its head slowly rise from the jungle, with all the ponderous power of a space port crane. There was a ripping sound, like a falling space shuttle breaking up as it tumbled through the atmosphere, tearing the sky open. The blunt head came into view, as big as an eight-hundred-ton intergalactic cruiser. It was chewing at a glacial pace, masticating a whole mouthful of trees, each of which must have weighed as much as the Farrago. 
 
    It was moving slowly, each glacial footstep rising and falling with care and patient precision. Decker supposed that when each of your strides was a quarter of a mile, the need to hurry wasn’t paramount. 
 
    “Lorelei, can you confirm the range on target?” Decker said. His voice sounded distant in his own ears. It was suddenly hard to concentrate on anything much except the gargantuan tortoise in front of him. 
 
    “Range is a mile, Decker,” Lorelei replied. 
 
    “And elevation?” he asked. 
 
    “That’s odd,” Lorelei said. “Elevation is seven hundred and fifty seven feet, but there isn’t any sign of there being any hills in that area.” 
 
    I’d be surprised if there were hills anywhere on this planet with one of those things roaming around the place, Decker thought. 
 
    With fingers clumsy from awe, Decker punched in the numbers into his omni-com. The rough point of interest that Lorelei’s distances had given him popped up on his HUD. 
 
    “Yep,” he said. “That sounds about right.” 
 
    “What sounds about right?” Rosa asked. 
 
    With a swipe of his finger, he sent the HUD overlay over to the medical officer. 
 
    Rosa made an understanding noise in her throat. “The target is on the back of that thing.” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Brilliant.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Decker and Rosa covered ground quickly. Rainforest flattened by spaceship-sized feet was a lot easier to travel than actual forest. 
 
    “We’re going to need a plan for when we reach this fucking thing, you realize that don’t you, cap?” Rosa said as they jogged along beside a mammoth foot.  
 
    “I was thinking we climb up its legs and—” Decker began. 
 
    “Climb up its legs? How? Look at them. The scales overlap downward and look as slick as ice.” 
 
    She was right, Decker realized, now that he looked closer. While the mini ecosystem on its back appeared like a breeze to navigate, getting up there was going to take some thinking. 
 
    “Any ideas, Lorelei?” Decker asked, after Rosa had opened a video feed from the camera on her helmet to the Farrago, and voiced their joint concerns to the symbiote. 
 
    “It may seem rather difficult at first,” Lorelei said, “but—” 
 
    “Honey, our lives for the past week feel like they’ve been a case of rather difficult,” Rosa interrupted. 
 
    “What have you got, Lorelei?” Decker asked as he and Rosa paused in their jog to brace for the impact of one of the giant’s feet stomping down. 
 
    “Use your powers, Captain Decker,” Lorelei said. 
 
    “Use my powers?” he asked, nonplussed. 
 
    “The new abilities that are bonding bestowed on you.” 
 
    “But that thing’s organic. It’s flesh and blood. I can’t attract us to it.” 
 
    “No,” Lorelei agreed, “you can’t do that. You can, however, use the ability to lift yourself and Miss Hawkes upward. Although it might prove taxing, you should be able to levitate the two of you high enough to reach the edge of the shell. Once there, it’s straightforward progress to the pod where my fellow symbiote awaits.” 
 
    Decker mulled this over. 
 
    “Say if what you’re telling me can be done,” he said slowly. “If I should lose my hold on this ability when me and Rosa are two hundred feet shy of the edge of the shell…?” 
 
    To her credit, Lorelei tried her hardest to sound casual when she answered. 
 
    “Yes, well, that would not be ideal,” she said. “Falling two hundred feet, even in shock suits, would be, um…” 
 
    “Yeah, it’d be um as fuck,” Rosa said. “Still, it looks to me like it’s the only way we can do this, and I don’t much fancy being on the ground with that pack of damn jungle cats roaming about. The sooner we get up there the better.” 
 
    “And if we don’t make it?” Decker said. 
 
    “Shit, we’ll be dead,” Rosa said. “Then we’ll have no worries whatsoever.” 
 
    “Decker,” Lorelei said as he and Rosa continued jogging along next to the atoll-sized tortoise, “you and I are connected, remember. I can feel that you have both adequate power and will for this venture.” 
 
    The thing was, Decker had a hunch the symbiote was right. He knew himself well enough to know that he was a pigheaded son of a bitch, who wouldn’t balk at putting his life on the line when necessary. This was different though, because it wasn’t just his life he was risking. 
 
    He looked across at Rosa. 
 
    I’ll be responsible for her too, he thought. And if anything should happen to her when we try this…  
 
    When they tried it. Not if. 
 
    Shit, he thought. I’ve already fucking decided, haven’t I? 
 
    “Cap,” Rosa’s voice said over the comms, breaking into his internal musings, “it’s okay. Let’s try it. You’ve got this.” 
 
    Decker snorted. “You and I both know that I very well might not have this, Hawkes.” 
 
    “Cap, you knocked two Thraxian spacecraft together like they were the heads of two idiotic drunks. If you can do that with thirty or forty tons of metal, you can lift my svelte ass up alongside your own.” 
 
    Decker couldn’t help but grin at that. “Fuck it. We’re not getting any younger, I guess.” 
 
    “Maybe not,” Rosa said, and Decker heard the sly smile in her voice, “but some of us are getting better with age.” 
 
    As he watched the ass in form-fitting gear wiggling slightly ahead of him, he had no doubt about that. 
 
    In the old tales, and in entertainment feeds all throughout the Myrmidon System, Decker was sure that any man in his position would have picked up his balls, put his arm around Rosa, and shot up toward the edge of the tortoise’s shell like a shuttle leaving the surface of some low-grav moon. 
 
    In reality, Decker insisted on two trial runs before they attempted to reach the edge of the shell. The first time was all about getting the feel for the strange magnetic ability that was now, apparently, inside himself. He found the dormant aptitude just behind his navel easier than before. 
 
    Mentally, he pictured the little glowing sensation filling him up and then extending beyond him to encapsulate Rosa. This he did, and then directed the power upward. In his mind, it was a simple magnet attracting a piece of metal scenario—and it worked, right up until it didn’t. 
 
    “That’s a good start,” Rosa said bracingly, after she and Decker had picked themselves up from the rubbish strewn ground. 
 
    The second time, Decker focused on preserving the hold he had fixed on the pair of them for as long as possible. He had a feeling that it wasn’t so much the  height they had to travel that would give him the most trouble, but the time it took. 
 
    “You should not look at this task as a feat that can be accomplished by an act of physical strength,” Lorelei told him, when he had managed to hold Rosa and himself five feet in the air for a full ten seconds. 
 
    “What… is it… then?” Decker asked, through a jaw clenched with concentration. 
 
    “This ability has nothing to do with your body, nothing to do with your muscles. It has everything to do with your strength of will.” 
 
    “The mind as… a muscle, hm?” he said, a vein throbbing in his temple as he fought to maintain his concentration for a few moments longer. Every second would count when they were two hundred feet in the air—if they made it that far. 
 
    “If the mind was a muscle,” Lorelei said, “yours would be, by a considerable distance, the most powerful muscle available to you. In terms of relativity, if we could transfer the latent power that I know and can feel resides deep within you to, say, your legs, then you could hop onto the back of the creature in front of you as easily as a flea might jump onto the back of a passing hound.” 
 
    Decker released his hold on himself and Rosa, but gradually, so that the pair of them touched down light as snow. Lorelei’s words, spoken in a voice slightly harder than the symbiote’s habitual tones, had lit a fire in him. 
 
    Turning to Rosa, keeping a hold of her hand, he said, “Hawkes, I can fucking do this, but I need you to believe it too. I’m not dragging your ass all the way up there if you don’t want to. You can wait for me here, if you want.” 
 
    Rosa’s gloved fingers squeezed Decker’s in a grip that was a shade away from being painful. 
 
    “And miss out on the bragging rights that come with being able to say you rode on the back of a reptile the size of that? I don’t think so, cap.” 
 
    “Well, let’s get it done, then,” Decker said. 
 
    The two of them ran toward it, ducking under the half crushed limbs of trees that, up until a few moments before, had been forest giants. They hurdled broken boulders and negotiated the rest of the detritus left in the wake of the behemoth. 
 
    When they were just a little ahead of the huge tortoise, about thirty yards into the trees that it was heading for, Decker stopped and took Rosa’s hand. 
 
    Before he could say anything, Rosa put a hand on his shoulder and said in a theatrically morose tone, “None of those sappy final words or anything okay, cap?” 
 
    Decker gave her what he hoped was a comforting smile, but was more likely a grimace. “I was just going to tell you that my chief regret was not taking you to bed when I had the chance.” 
 
    Rosa laughed, the lines of anxiety in the corners of her bright blue eyes smoothing away. She pressed the back of her hand to the top of her helmet. “Jeez, it’s a line right out of a fairy tale. You sure know how to make a girl swoon.” 
 
    “If I had a credit for every time I’d heard that. You ready?” 
 
    “As I’ll ever be!” Rosa yelled, raising her voice to be heard over the colossal noise of the giant tortoise’s foot coming down. 
 
    Decker concentrated and touched the moving, living ball of power inside of him. With a nudge, he expanded it as he had done before. Once more trying to channel the counter-rational mentality of not thinking through what he was doing and just doing it, as he had done on the Farrago, Decker raised—or more like dragged—himself and Rosa into the air. 
 
    He did not look down. He did not talk. He tried to ignore the fact that a fuck-off giant tortoise was lumbering toward him, chewing on trees like a cow chewing a mouth full of cud.  
 
    All he concentrated on was reaching the required height, the height that would ensure that Rosa—and himself, of course—would not fall to their dooms. 
 
    Higher and higher they rose. Decker had a feeling that he had brought them well past the point of no return, but had no desire to look down and see if he was right. His teeth clamped so hard that he was positive Rosa and Lorelei heard them creaking through the comms link. The hand that was not holding Rosa’s was balled into a knuckle-cracking fist. 
 
    The idea that the higher they got the greater the strain on this bizarre magnetic power would become was a figment of his mind.  
 
    Height did not matter. It held no sway over anything.  
 
    It was an illusion. 
 
    Yeah, but that’s the thing about illusions, his brain told him treacherously, once you part with them, when they are gone, you may still exist, but you have ceased to live in a way. 
 
    In a very real way, as it might have still turned out. 
 
    The tortoise came on. One foot stomping down. Then another. And another. Drawing closer and closer until, suddenly, Decker was staring at its vast flank. 
 
    He needed to get just a little higher. Thirty or so more feet. 
 
    This he managed, but it was only when he had accomplished the feat that he saw that he then needed to move forward. Otherwise, they’d fall back to earth and spread themselves over it like a couple of large dollops of strawberry jam. 
 
    He needed to move. 
 
    It shouldn’t have been hard. 
 
    It wasn’t hard. 
 
    The sudden niggling thought of knowing that he needed to do this thing, though, was enough to shake his concentration. Abruptly, he felt his hold on his ability slipping, draining away from him like sand through a tightly furled fist. 
 
    Rosa’s hand tightened in his. She had noticed. It was testament to the woman’s resilience that she kept her mouth shut. 
 
    Slowly, excruciatingly, Decker managed to maneuver himself in toward the vast animal.  
 
    Thankfully, he was well over it when the levitating power was torn like a rug being pulled from under him. With a small yelp from Rosa, the pair of them plummeted, crashed into the trees, and smacked hard into the mossy, fern-covered floor of the turtle forest. 
 
    “I can’t believe we’re not dead. Again,” Rosa said, rolling onto her back. 
 
    “Likewise. I don’t know if you noticed, but I was losing it toward the end there.” 
 
    “I fucking noticed, cap, don’t you worry about that.” 
 
    “Decker, Rosa,” Lorelei said, “the crashed evac-pod should be just to the east of you.” 
 
    Getting to his feet, Decker squinted up at the sun slanting down through the fronds and palms of the trees. 
 
    “It might be the whole being on the back of another living organism thing,” he said, “or the second brush with death in the space of a couple of hours, but which way is east?” 
 
    Lorelei chuckled lightly. “Veer slightly left and head up the... shell.” 
 
    Decker and Rosa did as directed and, before long, they had kicked their way through a patch of tangled undergrowth to find themselves in a scar hewn from the woodland. 
 
    For a moment or two, the pair just stood and caught their breath, while the tortoise’s back heaved first one way and then another under their feet. 
 
    “That’d be it, then,” Rosa said. 
 
    “Yeah, I’d say so,” Decker said. 
 
    The pod looked like a metallic brain; bulbous, covered in strange lines that indented into the metal, with the same organic cast to it as the living spaceship had. In color, it was very similar to that of the Farrago, but that was hard to make out under the covering of dirt, tangled vines, and moss.  
 
    It looked like it had come in hot and hard. Decker wondered whether the symbiote inside had survived. 
 
    Pulling out his laz-blade, he stepped in and cut the pod free of the creepers. With that done, he reached out a tentative hand and ran it over the undulating surface of the brain-shaped pod. 
 
    He had half expected it to open. Most evacuation pods were designed to be able to be opened by those who might not know how to do it properly. The last thing that someone who had bailed out of a dying ship or station wanted to happen was to land on some forsaken planet or moon and find out that their rescuer couldn’t figure out where the fucking door handle was. 
 
    Decker was taken aback when, instead of opening, the lines covering the pod suddenly filled with purple brightness that made his faceplate on his helmet automatically darken. 
 
    “What the…” Rosa began. 
 
    Her words were lost in a titanic bellow so loud that it was more akin to the eruption of a volcano than the sound of a living beast. The ground under them—the tortoise’s back, Decker had to remind himself—lurched and heaved. Decker and Rosa staggered, but kept upright by grabbing hold of a couple of stunted palms. 
 
    The tortoise trashed from side to side, bellowing and trumpeting in a voice that could have collapsed a mountain. 
 
    “What the fuck is going on!” Rosa shouted, her voice coming distorted through the comms. 
 
    Another crackle of sound came through the channel. Decker thought it might have been Lorelei, but the world-ending din of the tortoise throwing its tantrum drowned out the words, despite them being beamed into his helmet. 
 
    “What?” he yelled as he screwed his eyes shut against the cacophony. “Say again.” 
 
    Suddenly, floating though his consciousness, as clearly as if she had been standing next to him, came Lorelei’s sanguine voice. 
 
    “Do not panic,” she said, “Saavi has simply activated a self-defense mechanism within the pod. It is an electromagnetic pulse of some kind, which is why the comms are currently down.” 
 
    “This is telepathy, this is the link you told me about, right?” Decker said, trying to keep his thoughts on track as the world rocked beneath him. 
 
    “That’s right. From what I can gather from the sporadic readouts of your omni-com and shock suit, the defense mechanism must be sending shockwaves through the creature’s central nervous system.” 
 
    “Why is she doing this?” 
 
    “I assume because something or someone unknown has tried to open the pod,” Lorelei told him. “You must reach out with your mind. Try to contact her. Tell her you are a friend of the symbiotes. Remember, she has been ejected from a planet she last saw in ruins. She will be afraid. She will be untrusting.” 
 
    Decker tried, not bothering to ask how. In situations like this, he was better off just going with his gut than overthinking things, though the tortoise’s rage was making it difficult to concentrate. 
 
    “I’m a friend,” he sent telepathically, trying to push the thought out of his head and into the pod. “I’m a friend. I’m not here to hurt you.” 
 
    The living earthquake continued to rage unabated. 
 
    Staggering forward, he pressed his hands to the pod.  
 
    Another more violent buck from the tortoise banged the faceplate of his helmet into the evacuation pod. 
 
    “I’m friends with Lorelei,” he continued. “I’m a friend of your fellow symbiote. Saavi, stop! Saavi, please!” 
 
    With an abruptness almost as unsettling as the sudden violent upheaval, the tortoise’s anguished thrashing calmed. With a jarring boom, which rattled Decker’s teeth in his head, the gargantuan beast dropped to its knees and settled on its belly. 
 
    Pneumatics hissed. An unseen circular door on the side of the pod spiraled open. 
 
    Decker opened his eyes and found himself face-to-face with a caramel skinned woman, who regarded him through light brown eyes. She had a strikingly angular face and crooked lips. 
 
    “I’m sorry, friend of Lorelei,” she said, her words forming telepathically in his mind. “I thought that you were something trying to eat me, like so many creatures on this planet seem intent on doing.” 
 
    “That’s fine,” Decker said, sitting back on the ground. “No worries. It’s been that kind of day.” 
 
    “You know Lorelei?” Saavi asked. Her voice was wonderfully deep. Soothing like Lorelei’s, but in a different way. 
 
    “Yeah,” Decker said. “She and I, we uh, we bonded, you know.” 
 
    Saavi raised a black eyebrow. “That means I can reach her through you.” 
 
    “Knock yourself out.” 
 
    The symbiote paused, and her eyes went distant. 
 
    “What’s she doing?” Rosa asked. 
 
    “Chatting to Lorelei,” Decker said. “I think.” 
 
    Suddenly, Lorelei’s laughter filled the speakers of Decker’s suit. 
 
    “What?” he asked. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Saavi was just asking me all about the bonding process,” Lorelei told him. 
 
    “Well, it’s a good thing she asked you,” Decker said, bullying his aching muscles into letting him get to his feet, “because a gentleman never tells.” 
 
    Lorelei and Saavi conversed privately through their freshly reconnected telepathic link, and then Saavi unfolded herself from the evac-pod. 
 
    Once the long-limbed woman with the flowing mane of raven hair had extricated herself from the symbiote evacuation pod, she reached back inside and pressed her thumb to a gene-lock.  
 
    With a soft hiss, a sealed drawer, which had been completely invisible up until the point it had popped out, slid from the front panel of the pod. Inside, a small cube of carbon gray metal, two and a half inches to a side, was revealed. 
 
    “That looks oddly familiar,” Decker said as Saavi plucked the little cube from the drawer. 
 
    “This,” Saavi said in her deep and melodious voice, “is, according to Lorelei, something that you have been waiting for, Captain Decker.” 
 
    “Some kind of teleportation device that will whisk us off this infernal planet?” Decker asked. 
 
    Saavi laughed. The sound resonated in Decker’s head as shoothing as a gently burbling mountain stream. 
 
    “No,” the symbiote said, “this cube holds the software and codes that will unlock the living  starship’s—the vessel you have named the Farrago—ability to become weaponized.” 
 
    Decker looked up into the woman’s angular face. She was only a touch shorter than him, perhaps even on the level. Her warm brown eyes bored into his.     
 
    “I mean, I get this division of resources and information makes sense security-wise,” he said, “but I sure as shit wish we’d had this when we found the Farrago a few days ago.” 
 
    “It would have made things a teeny bit easier,” Rosa agreed. 
 
    “Well, now you have it,” Saavi said. 
 
    “Yeah, now we have it,” Decker replied. “And if the effort involved in picking you up has been anything to go by, we’re going to need it in the days to come.” 
 
    “At least getting back to the ship isn’t going to afford us any problems,” Rosa said. 
 
    “How do you mean?” Decker asked. 
 
    Rosa pointed behind them at the great track of trampled ruination the giant tortoise had carved through the rainforest of Carth Thirty-Six. 
 
    Decker smiled to himself, relief flooding him like a drug. 
 
    “Lorelei, can you bring the ship to our location?” he asked through the comms. “You’re spoiled for choice as far as parking spots go.” 
 
    “Roger that, Captain Decker,” Lorelei’s fine voice replied. “I’m already en route.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The thing about having a ship that’s piloted by a female being who could quite literally feel every wobble, every shift of the external air currents, every fluctuation in power, was that it made for some lightning-fast extractions. 
 
    As he, Saavi, and Rosa ducked from the wash created by the Farrago’s thrusters, Lorelei’s voice came over the comms. 
 
    “I don’t wish to cause any of you unnecessary anxiety—” Lorelei began. 
 
    “Said every person who then went on to cause maximum anxiety,” Rosa said quietly. 
 
    “—but I am picking up multiple incoming fast-movers on the lidar,” Lorelei finished. 
 
    Decker growled a wordless curse. He knew that he wouldn’t be alone in picturing a pack of the ruthless and terrible hunting cats tearing their way through the rainforest toward the Farrago. 
 
    Eager to leave the death-trap behind, they hurried onboard. As soon as the extendable airlock had retracted into the belly of the ship, Lorelei lifted off. 
 
    “Well done, Decker,” she said earnestly. “Well done, Rosa. Saavi and I owe you a deal of thanks.” 
 
    “Indeed,” said the raven-haired newcomer. She smiled at Rosa and Decker as the two bounty-hunters removed their helmets and shock suits and hung them back on the racks. 
 
    Decker ran a hand over his sweaty scalp and let out a long sigh. It was a nice feeling, knowing for certain that you were not being hunted by giant cats intent on slicing you open. It was a feeling that he didn’t appreciate often enough. 
 
    “No worries,” he said. “But if you promise never to ask me to come back to this untamed lump of jungle-covered hell, then we’ll call it even.” 
 
    They strapped in for the short, high-G ascent through the atmosphere. With the usual abruptness that Decker almost found comforting, they slipped like an arrow through the final thin layer of Carth Thirty-six’s thermosphere and found themselves in microgravity. 
 
    Decker did not call for the artificial gravity to be reinstated straight away. Instead, he unstrapped, floated out of his bracer seat, and then used his fingers to gently propel himself out of the flight deck.  
 
    He drifted through the hatch and into the main control deck where Lorelei was floating next to one of the workstations and looking over a three dimensional map of the Myrmidon System.   
 
    “Would you like to initiate artificial gravity, Decker?” she asked.  
 
    “I’ll give you the word when I’m about to hit the head. I need a shower,” Decker said.  
 
    It humbled him to think that the colloquial term used among star-sailors was the same one that had been adopted by crewmen of the ancient wooden ships that once sailed the seas in galaxies far away. It was a term that had come about because the toilet in a sailing vessel was typically placed at the head of the ship near the base of the bowsprit, where splashing water served to naturally clean the toilet area. 
 
    Even if the human race survived for as long as the least successful of the dinosaurs—creatures he had read had once inhabited humanity’s old homeworld, and who were often used as a classroom example as one of the universe’s most famous failures—then it could be certain the word ‘ship’ would forever refer to ‘spaceship’, and not the sea-faring vessels of yore.  
 
    “Do you have a moment, Decker?” Lorelei asked. 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Saavi gave this to me before she went down below to take a look around the ship.” 
 
    She held out her hand. The small metal cube that had been hidden in the drawer of Saavi’s evacuation pod sat in the middle of her small palm. 
 
    “I wanted you to be here for this,” Lorelei said. 
 
    “For what?” Decker asked. “The weaponizing of the Farrago?” 
 
    In answer, Lorelei floated over to a workstation and placed the cube on the wide polycarbonate top. Steadying herself in mid-air with expert ease, she opened up a menu. With fingers moving quicker than Decker could follow, she typed in a few commands into the resistive touchscreen. As she worked, he glided over for a closer look. 
 
    There was a very brief pause, then the cube glowed with a brilliant blue light. Data streamed down one of the monitors.  
 
    Lorelei’s eyes flickered backward and forward. There was no way she should have been able to read the cascading numbers falling down the screen—Decker for one couldn’t make heads nor tails from them—but it certainly appeared like the symbiote was. 
 
    “Excellent,” she murmured to herself. 
 
    Looking satisfied, Lorelei picked the still glowing cube up and drifted with it into the flight deck. Rosa was strapped into the co-pilot’s seat, idly flipping through some local Myrmidon news relays. 
 
    “What’re you two up to?” she asked, when the hatch slid open and Lorelei and Decker entered. 
 
    “I think the Farrago is about to grow some teeth and claws,” Decker said. 
 
    Rosa’s face split into a grin. 
 
    Lorelei placed the cube onto the middle of one of the central consoles. There was another brief pause. 
 
    “Holy shit!” Rosa gasped. 
 
    The cube shattered into nano-sized particles of metal, before being absorbed into the very metal of the control panel. A pulse of blue-white light, similar to that rush of bioluminescence that had flowed through the Farrago when Decker powered it up, surged through the ship. 
 
    Decker cast Lorelei an inquiring look. 
 
    The symbiote pulled up a holograph of the ship, spooled through a couple of overlays, then stopped on the one she was after. Several exterior sections of the spacecraft were highlighted.   
 
    “The ship, Captain Decker,” Lorelei said with obvious delight, “is now fully weaponized.” 
 
    Decker ran his eyes over the three-dimensional model rotating gently in front of him. His eyes were gritty with exhaustion, so instead of trying to decipher what he was seeing, he asked Lorelei, “And what’re we packing, then?” 
 
    “Packing?” Lorelei asked. 
 
    “The cap wants to know what weapons this baby is now carrying or has access to, honey,” Rosa said. 
 
    “Ah, yes. Well, we have fore and aft, as well as port and starboard, heavy railguns which, as I’m sure you know, utilize the same basic technology as your coilguns, though on a much greater scale. The ones on the Farrago are made of the same metal as the ship itself.” 
 
    “Vestrite?” Decker said, after only a moment’s thought. 
 
    “That’s right, Captain Decker,” Lorelei said, looking pleased. “This metal is so robust and adaptable that the rails themselves are nearly immune to erosion, which negates the need for rail replacement almost completely.” 
 
    “What are the projectiles made of?” Decker asked. 
 
    “Solid steel,” Lorelei answered promptly, “though the Farrago also carries conductive sabot casings in case other payloads that are not conductive are required.” 
 
    “And what kind of bang do they make?” Rosa asked.  
 
    “Each ten kilogram projectile, traveling at roughly six kilometers per second, has as much striking power as thirty-eight kilograms of trinitrotoluene—what ice-miners still refer to as TNT.” 
 
    “Ouchie,” Rosa said, her eyes gleaming in Decker’s direction. 
 
    “As a medical officer, aren’t you supposed to take pleasure in healing wounds, not causing them?” Decker teased. 
 
    “Hey cap, it’s like the old bounty-hunting saying runs…” Rosa said. 
 
    “And what saying is that?” he asked, letting his amusement show on his face. 
 
    “If it’s a choice between being at the blunt end or the pointy end, I choose the pointy end, you bastard,” Rosa intoned solemnly. 
 
    Decker snorted. 
 
    “We also have anti-asteroid defense guns, which can also be used to intercept any torpedoes should they be fired beyond a range of four kilometers,” Lorelei said, cutting in. 
 
    “And I’m guessing this baby carries the usual selection of nuclear torpedoes?” Decker asked. 
 
    Lorelei nodded. 
 
    Usually he would have asked for specifics, but his body was crying out for a wash and some food, and not necessarily in that order. Besides, he could imagine the kind of arsenal that the Farrago was likely to be hauling. Doubtless, they’d be the standard nuclear weapons that would destroy an enemy ship if they struck directly, or detonated close enough. If a nuke was further than about a kilometer away, it would do little more than crisp up the paint job of all but the shittiest space-cruisers. As well as blind or cook a few sensor arrays.  
 
    That was the obvious thing about space that Decker had seen many of his fellow bounty-hunters and many a space pirate forget. Space was pretty bloody big. In a place measured in lightyears, a kilometer was close range. 
 
    Leaving Rosa to watch her news feeds, Decker floated out of the flight deck hatch and across the control deck. He felt at a peace now, knowing that the ship was defended by more than its incredible stealth tech and his own questionable piloting skills. 
 
    “Decker?” Lorelei asked from behind him. 
 
    He touched a finger to one of the bracer chairs and spun himself slowly about in the microgravity. 
 
    “Yeah?” he asked. 
 
    “Do you want the artificial gravity turned on now?” 
 
    “In a few minutes. I’ll float down to the head now,” Decker said to the pretty blonde symbiote. “Thanks.” 
 
    With dexterity that spoke of a woman who had spent more hours in microgravity than he had, and a few deft touches of the bulkheads, Lorelei propelled herself forward and grabbed Decker in a tight hug.  
 
    Somewhat surprised, he returned the embrace with one arm, using his other to stop the involuntary rotation her impact had put them into by grabbing hold of the edge of a workstation. 
 
    “Thank you, Decker,” the waif-like blonde said into his ear. She delivered a soft peck to his cheek. “In all honesty, I had reservations as to whether you and Miss Hawkes would be able to accomplish what you set out to help me with until you stepped back onboard the Farrago. Seeing Saavi again, it made me realize that I have indeed made the right choice.” 
 
    Decker cleared his throat pointedly. He wasn’t very good at this.  
 
    Life as a bounty-hunter boiled a man hard. A life spent alternating between the cold, hard, beautiful vacuum of space and the usually hostile surface of some planet or other was not one that led to close bonds. More often than not, in Decker’s experience, people did not last. 
 
    “I gave you my word,” he said with his customary simple gruffness. “It’s the only thing someone can give and keep at the same time; it’s just about the most precious commodity we all have.” 
 
    Lorelei gave him one last kiss on his scratchy, stubbly cheek and then pushed herself away. 
 
    “Let me know when you want the artificial gravity back on, Captain Decker,” she said. 
 
    “Will do, XO,” he said, turning away. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    When Decker emerged from the head some twenty minutes later, clean, mostly dry, and wrapped in a towel, it was to find Saavi waiting for him. 
 
    “Whoa, almost startled me there!” Decker said, looking up from toweling his shaved head. 
 
    “My apologies,” Saavi said, a smile flickering over her full, wide lips. 
 
    “It’s okay. I just wasn’t expecting anyone. Still, far better to see you than one of those damn hunting cats.” 
 
    “I imagine so.” 
 
    Decker, who was suddenly aware that he was clad only in a towel, looked around for something to say.  
 
    “Uh, is everything okay?” he asked. 
 
    For her part, the symbiote’s big light brown eyes traveled slowly down from his face, lingering over his naked torso. There was nothing openly lascivious about the look the woman was giving him, but there was interest there that she neither tried to disguise or hide. Decker felt like a curiosity being regarded, or a piece of potentially tasty meat in a shop window.  
 
    Had the symbiote, with her dusky skin, flowing black locks, and penetrative gaze been slightly less of an unknown entity, he might have been tempted to say that she was gazing at him speculatively. Had he been the kind of man to voice his inner thoughts, he might even have said that it was a look that only led down one, very particular road. 
 
    “Yes, I think you might be able to help me, Captain James Decker,” Saavi said, her eyes flicking back up to his face. 
 
    “Just ‘Decker’ is fine. Or ‘cap’, if you want to take a leaf out of Rosa’s book.” 
 
    “Despite having spent the last however many accounted days mostly confined to the insides of the escape capsule, I find myself seeking the comfort of a bed.” 
 
    Holy shit, talk about not beating around the bush, Decker’s brain said, before he could think anything else. 
 
    “Lorelei told me that you would be able to point me in the direction of a free cabin,” the symbiote said. 
 
    “Right. Cabin. Yeah, of course,” Decker babbled, shooting his brain a mental dirty look. “Uh, yeah. I was just heading those ways myself. To get changed. Yeah.” 
 
    He had the basic layout committed to memory now, and led the way through a series of hatchets. Instead of taking the ladder down to the crew quarters, he opted for the small elevator.  
 
    As they traveled down, Saavi said, “Lorelei has been telling me a little about you.” 
 
    “Is that right?” 
 
    “Yes. Specifically, she was telling me about the results of your bonding.” 
 
    “Yeah, the power that she’s allowed me to have over metal objects has already gotten us out of a couple of close scrapes.” 
 
    The door of the small elevator slid open, and Decker led the way down a tight hallway. 
 
    “Yes,” Saavi said. “She also went into a bit more detail about the process itself…” 
 
    Decker stopped outside the door to an unclaimed cabin beside Rosa’s. 
 
    “Well, I mean, I’m not really sure if there’s much to that that I can add,” he said. “Not that I’d openly talk about it, you know. But, if you had any questions, then I might be compelled to answer them for you. If I was able.” 
 
    His tongue seemed to have become stuck somewhere between autopilot, captain-speak, and the polite stranger zone. The words tumbled out of his mouth without bothering to ask for his brain’s opinion. 
 
    He slapped the panel on the wall, managing to hit it the second time of trying. The hatch opened to reveal a utilitarian little room.  
 
    It contained a small table that could retract into the wall, a sink, a control panel connected to the ship’s systems, and a small but comfortable bunk with retractable straps that would automatically be deployed across a sleeper in the event that some sudden high-G maneuvering was required. It looked, in short, like every other sleeping room on the crew deck. 
 
    “I have a question,” Saavi said, studying the room with mild interest. 
 
    “And what’s that?” Decker asked. 
 
    Saavi took a step forward and prodded the mattress with a toe. She was dressed in a simple flowing garment, which looked to be made up of two halves of that same gray fabric as Lorelei’s skintight suit. It accentuated a figure that Decker was trying to do his best not to stare at.  
 
    There weren’t many ways a man could hide his arousal when he was dressed only in a towel. 
 
    “Will you do with me what you did with her?” Saavi asked. 
 
    Behind Decker, the hatch door closed with a soft hiss. He had not even been aware that he had taken a step inside the small room. Now that the pair of them were in it, and Saavi’s intentions had been laid bare, the room felt suddenly far more intimate. 
 
    “I…” he said, his voice gone suddenly rusty. “I…” 
 
    Saavi stepped boldly toward him, halving the space that separated them. With a glorious lack of compunction, she reached up and opened the sleek gray jacket that made up the top half of her outfit. With a graceful shrug, the garment fell away, revealing a long smooth torso and a pair of pert breasts topped with dark nipples. 
 
    Decker’s mouth opened and closed a few times. Then, surrendering himself to the apparent random whims of the universe that had led him to this place at this time, he said,  “Yes, I can show you, if that’s what you want.” 
 
    “Is it what you want, Captain Decker?” Saavi asked as she stepped out of her boots and kicked them out of her way, her deep voice taking on a deliciously husky edge. 
 
    He didn’t need to look down at the rapidly tenting towel to know that this was exactly what he wanted.  
 
    The satisfaction of a mission completed, the slowly settling thrill that followed a near-death experience or two, and the wondrous vision of the statuesque half naked woman in front of him set his blood to fizzing. 
 
    “Yes,” was all that he could find to say as he reached out to take Saavi by the waistband of her pants and pulled her the rest of the way toward him. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    With urgency, and complete lack of misgivings for what they were doing, the symbiote reached out and flipped Decker’s towel open. 
 
    Decker watched Saavi’s face as her eyes fastened on his manhood. The look of open lust written boldly on her countenance only fanned the flames of his ardor and made the transition from half-mast to full-mast all the more rapid. 
 
    As the symbiote feasted her eyes on his naked flesh, Decker reached out and clumsily tried to tug the woman’s trousers down. He was less than successful, managing to get them caught on her hip bones. 
 
    “I have to note,” Decker growled low in his throat, as Saavi did the honors herself, “that for a race of people that have done their utmost to steer clear of human beings, you are certainly not adverse to getting to the heart of them.” 
 
    “We are adaptable, Decker,” Saavi said, shimmying her pants down with a deliberate slowness. “It is a trait that has helped my people to survive, even now in our darkest hour.” 
 
    Not wanting the mood to turn morbid, Decker reached out an arm and pulled the symbiote roughly to him. His cock was hot as a brand as it pressed against the cool, taut skin of her belly. 
 
    “Right now, let us pretend that nothing exists outside of this room,” Decker said. His green-blue eyes, steady and kind, hinting at a ruthlessness that was sometimes kept in check with great difficulty, stared into Saavi’s face. “There is only me and  you, and the various surfaces of this room.” 
 
    Tentatively, the symbiote slid a hand up Decker’s chest and grasped him by the back of his thick neck. Irresistibly, one hand behind the small of her back, the bounty hunter crushed Saavi against himself, pressing her lips against his. 
 
    Saavi groaned as her tongue explored Decker’s mouth; hungry, inelegant, eager.  
 
    There was no pretense at anything even resembling romance. Such was not the time.  
 
    The human and the symbiote stood, stark-ass naked in the middle of the close confines of the crew cabin, and allowed their passions to burn unchecked. For a time, they forgot everything but each other’s bodies. 
 
    Their teeth tapped together as their tongues thrust harder and deeper. Flicking this way and that. Probing. Lapping. Their hands seemed to have developed minds. Searching. Caressing. Squeezing. Their fingers too moved of their own accord as they investigated and groped with complete and unbridled abandon. 
 
    The symbiote seemed as keen to have her body explored as she was to touch every inch of Decker’s. The long nails of her fingers tripped their way down the heavy, scarred muscles of his chest, down the ridges of his abdomen, until they reached the top of his pubic area. And from there…  
 
    Decker grunted as Saavi gripped him by the base of his cock and gave it a gentle squeeze. She made a little noise that was somewhere between a giggle of delight and a moan of longing. 
 
    In response, Decker slid his hand down the length of the woman’s tall torso, his thumb brushing over a nipple. Down, down, down his searching hand fell until he touched the part of her he had been looking for.  
 
    He found the smooth skin of her crotch and cupped the mound of her smoldering sex. The symbiote gave a little gasping moan, and another one of those semi-giggles that egged Decker on.  
 
    It was the sound of delight and pure longing, of an inexperienced woman who could not believe such a thing, which looked so elementary on paper, could be so damned enjoyable. Decker kneaded her womanhood, feeling her slick arousal coat his fingers. 
 
    If the noises the symbiote was making deep in her chest were anything to go by, then she was taking pleasure in his technique, as coarse and indelicate as it might have been. His calloused fingers probed her wet opening, running up and down her folds and occasionally circling her clitoris. 
 
    Decker’s prick rubbed at the entrance of Saavi’s slippery slit as the two of them pawed at each other like a couple of horny teens. Saavi moaned once more and took a step forward, driving Decker back into the bulkhead. His head smacked into the wall, but he barely felt it. 
 
     His diamond-hard member pressed against the symbiote’s clit before it found its way into the tight confines of her pussy.  
 
    Saavi let out a long grunted gasp as she and Decker came together. Their kiss, throughout the groping, had grown ever more vigorous, but as their bodies united, their mouths opened in mirrored rapture. 
 
    The symbiote, clearly curious about what exactly was going on and what was causing her so much pleasure, squeezed her hand down between their hot bodies and rubbed at herself experimentally. Then she twisted her hand down, shoved it a little further south and began to squeeze and rub at Decker’s balls. She also started playing with her nipples—squeezing, pinching, and rubbing small moans out of herself. 
 
    That did not continue for long, however.  
 
    Decker ducked his head and kissed his way down her chest while her started to fuck her with careful deliberateness. 
 
    The soft, slippery sound of his rod sliding in and out of her tight sex was like a siren song to his ears, drawing him onward. 
 
    Decker began to feel the symbiote’s leg—the one she was using to hold part of her weight—begin to shake. Before she would have fallen over, he grabbed her under the ass and hoisted her on the simple bunk.  
 
    Saavi let out a little moan as Decker involuntarily slid free of her, but then she lay back to enjoy his continued ministrations. Her sable hair spread out around head like gleaming shreds of shadow. 
 
    “Now, bond with me, Decker,” the symbiote said. “Make me yours as Lorelei told me you made her yours. You’re the captain of the Farrago, no? Act like it!” 
 
    Decker hovered on top of her. The tip of his prick sat against her entrance. 
 
    “All right,” he said. “If that’s the way you want it, I suppose I can show you how a captain might take his pleasure.” 
 
    He buried his nose into Saavi’s hair, savoring her scent as the symbiote kissed the underside of his jaw and up the side of his neck. 
 
    “Yes, do it,” she said, urgency giving her voice a rough, almost guttural edge. “Do it, please.” 
 
    With a suddenness that made the symbiote cry out in shocked delight, Decker hooked his arms under the backs of her thighs, pointing her feet at the ceiling. With her pinned beneath him, helpless and ready, he pushed himself deep inside. 
 
    “It’s like nothing like…” the symbiote moaned, her eyes closed as she rode a sensation that straddled the border between pleasure and pain. “...I’ve ever experienced.” 
 
    Not for the first time, Decker was forced to wonder how symbiotes reproduced. They had all the biological necessaries to do the job, clearly.  
 
    Despite how many other things there were to think about, look at, or say, he almost asked the question, heedless of the fact that it very well might have turned a sexy time into a science lesson.  
 
    Fortunately, Saavi chose that moment to wrap her slender legs around him and drag him back into her and made him fuck her hard. 
 
    They fell into a rhythm of a sort, then. It was disjointed at times, an old rhythm, the rhythm of two bodies feeding off one another and listening to each other’s pleasure. 
 
    Giggling and grunting and gasping with delight, Saavi wriggled and writhed under Decker, gyrating against him as he pumped in and out of her. The rising swell of her pert breasts was complemented deliciously by her flat, strong stomach of burnt caramel-colored skin. His gaze flowed down to her sharply jutting hip bones, then on downward until his eyes drank in the sight of his cock sliding in and out of the symbiote’s wet pleasure cave, stretching her tight lips wide. 
 
    “You… have done… this before, James Decker?” Saavi asked between thrusts. 
 
    “Once… or… twice,” Decker grunted. 
 
    “Then why… do you watch our…  bodies so… avidly?” 
 
    The last word came out long and strained as Decker pushed himself harder into the confines of the symbiotes body. 
 
    “Because it’s the one thing in life that never gets boring.” He paused in his thrusting. “Don’t you think?” 
 
    The symbiote cocked her head to one side. 
 
    “I don’t know,” she said coyly. “Let me see.” 
 
    Decker’s member was so hard that it might as well have been tungsten. As the symbiote watched his prick move in and out of her, his balls slapping against the crack of her ass, he watched her face. Saavi’s eyes filled with lust as she watched with enthusiasm the action of their love-making. 
 
    “Yes,” she said softly. “Yes, yes, yes.” 
 
    She let go of her bottom lip, which she had been biting, to pant as her pleasure climbed. Her light brown eyes slid up the ridges of Decker’s abs, up over his chest, and locked with his. 
 
    “Saavi, this is your captain speaking,” Decker grunted. He was trying to distract himself with a bit of banter, and had his eyes closed as he concentrated on holding himself together for as long as possible. What with the clinging grip of the symbiote’s pussy, this was a feat far easier said than done. 
 
    Saavi’s drool flecked lips were pulled back into something between a smile and a feral snarl. She pulled harder at her nipple. “I know, it’s my captain speaking, James Decker. I can see you in front of me. Right at this moment.”  
 
    “I’ve got to warn you that I think I’m getting close to the end of my tether, if I’m being honest.” 
 
    “The end of your tether. You refer to the growing—the building—feeling inside? The sensation of a birthing star about to wash through your veins?” 
 
    Decker hadn’t ever heard of someone getting off as having their veins washed with star-fire—or whatever it was the gorgeous woman had just said, it was getting a bit hard to concentrate—but he knew what she was talking about. He felt himself twitch with anticipation, growing even harder inside of her, if that was at all possible.  
 
    He swallowed and gritted his teeth. “Yeah, that’d be one way to describe it, I guess.” 
 
    Saavi’s hands settled on her thighs and pulled them further apart. Decker slid in ever deeper, drawing grunts of delight from them both, before they adjusted to the heightened pleasure. 
 
    “This release, it is normal? It is part of the bonding?” Saavi asked, breathing heavily. 
 
    “Oh, yeah. Yep, most assuredly.” 
 
    “It feels powerful.” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “Fine. Then let us finish this. Let us complete this bond. I want the bond that you and Lorelei share, Captain Decker,” Saavi said, and there was a fervent ring to her voice now. 
 
    “Just ‘Decker’ is fine,” he grunted, without really realizing what he was saying. 
 
    Saavi grinned hungrily up at him. Then, contorting her hips slightly and clenching, she sent a wave of ecstasy flooding through him, essentially, massaging his cock with her innermost walls. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Decker growled. 
 
    His mind was growing blank and pink and warm. His body took over, running on an animal autopilot as old as time. 
 
    He moaned low in his throat as the symbiote grasped him by the ass, by the shoulders, by the ass again, and guided his strokes into her. She might not have had any previous experience, but her instincts were as fine as the rest of her body. 
 
    Boiling lust seared through his groin, radiating outward, drowning his stomach and chest with the welling, pent up need for release, only for it to abate a second later. Clenching her pussy, she edged the pair of them right up to the brink of cumming, releasing him just enough to offer his libido and body a reprieve. 
 
    Dimly, Decker recognized that there was something almost uncanny about the symbiote’s innate ability to know exactly when to squeeze his shaft and for how long.  
 
    Sounds of her moans and pants filled his ears. Beneath hill spread sexy curves of the woman he’d rescued from Carth Thirty-Six, engaged in open self-pleasure, fingers shlicking away at an engorged clitoris. 
 
    His world narrowed further, until only the slaps of hips and the maddening hug of her snug sleeve remained. 
 
    Long, torturous moments of pleasure lengthened further still. 
 
    He had no idea how much time passed, but Decker’s balls suddenly tightened, heralding an impending orgasm. He thrust faster, even as his abs ached with effort, his eyes staring at the jiggle of her pert tits. 
 
    The symbiote’s lips parted in another soft little moan, which seemed to tug at every one of his primal instincts. 
 
    “I am almost… I am almost there. Almost there,” Saavi said brokenly. 
 
    Suddenly, the symbiote went rigid. Every muscle in her lean body was etched against the dusky skin in perfect detail. 
 
    Then, convulsions seized her lower body. 
 
    “It’s happening!” she cried, her words tumbling over themselves as she was assailed by her orgasm. “I… am going!” 
 
    “You’re cumming!” Decker grunted breathlessly. 
 
    “I am coming and I am going!” Saavi yelled. 
 
    Decker actually laughed at that.  
 
    It was unexpected, but not unwelcome in the least. Even as the laugh flipped past his lips, he felt his own dam giving. 
 
    “Shit!” he gasped, his thrusts growing weaker as he passed the point of no return. “Holy…” 
 
    Decker bucked and twitched as he came, his eager seed flooding into the symbiote’s womb as the muscles of her pussy contracted and relaxed. Saavi moaned and writhed and laughed, staring sightless up at the low ceiling. 
 
    The release was astronomical.  
 
    For a few seconds that stretched beyond the edges of the star system, Decker’s abdominal muscles stood out rigid against his scarred and bruised skin as he spurted ropes of liquid lava deep into the symbiote. So intense was the climax that, just for a second, he thought he could hear his tendons in his shoulders creaking under the strain.  
 
    While he groaned and bucked weakly a couple more times, Saavi’s body relaxed under him, her thighs dropping onto his shoulders, and then slid down his sides until they rested back on the bunk once more. 
 
    “Holy… holy shit, we could be hit with a torpedo right now and I’d be vaporized a happy man,” Decker panted.  
 
    The two of them sank bonelessly onto the skinny bed. Saavi did not answer with words, but she reached up and clumsily patted Decker on the shoulder. 
 
    “So you came and you went?” he said as he felt his prick begin to wilt inside of the woman. 
 
    Saavi made a little mewl of agreement. “Oh, yes. But where I came and went to, I do not know. Somewhere I had not been before, that much is certain in my mind.” 
 
    “It was my privilege to go there with you,” Decker puffed, hoping that came across as wittily as it had sounded in his head—though he doubted it. 
 
    Saavi patted him on the chest and kissed him on the side of the face as the bounty hunter rolled off her. 
 
    “I liked it. Perhaps we might visit the place again some day soon,” the symbiote said in a coquettish voice.  
 
    Decker chuckled as he got off of Saavi and managed to squeeze his large frame alongside her. There was one thing to say for most cabins on a fighting-size vessel. They weren’t overly roomy.  
 
    “As the apparent captain of the Farrago, I’ll do what I can to put my crew at their ease,” he said softly. “Especially if that means getting the best out of them.” 
 
    “You don’t think that was my best?” Saavi purred in her sultry voice. 
 
    “I don’t know,” he grunted. 
 
    “Well, neither do I, Captain Decker.” 
 
    Before the two of them had a chance to sink into the nice, warm lull that followed the kind of whirlwind sex that Decker had only experienced a few times in his life, something quite remarkable and wholly unexpected took place.  
 
    Without so much as a lick of warning, a helter-skelter rush of colors blazed through his head. Flickering and flashing across his mind’s eye. Bewildering. Meaninglessness. Until…  
 
    The colors coalesced into lightning-fast tableaus and then whipped away again before he could have any real chance of making sense of them. 
 
    Great beams of plasma raining down from a burning sky. 
 
    Ugly space-cruisers falling in flames. 
 
    A stunning, rolling landscape of verdant beauty; plentiful wildlife of kinds Decker had never laid eyes on, impressive architecture, green, open fields, and waterfalls falling down the sides of mighty towers like glittering strands of silver thread. 
 
    Mounds of bodies; twisted, melted, disfigured, contorted. 
 
    A cool hand on his brow brought him back to reality. 
 
    He recoiled from the touch and gasped, sucking in air like someone who had been submerged underwater to the point of drowning. 
 
    “Easy, friend Decker,” came the deep and reassuring voice of Saavi. 
 
    Fresh sweat had sprung out on his chest, mingling with the perspiration left there by his and Saavi’s love-making.  
 
    “What the… What just happened?” He gasped. He realized that he had involuntarily scampered up so that his back was pressed to the bulkhead. With an effort, he forced his breathing back under control. “I saw… things. Things I had never seen before.” 
 
    Saavi nodded slowly. Her brow was furrowed slightly. She pulled the rumpled sheets up around herself, as she looked to fish for the right words. 
 
    “I thought that that might happen,” she said, “although it was impossible to know for sure.” 
 
    “You thought I’d be assailed with visions of whatever it was that I just saw?” Decker asked. 
 
    The symbiote nodded and smiled, a wide and knowing smile. “Lorelei tells me that you now have a previously unexplored affinity with metals.” 
 
    Decker snorted. “You could say that, I suppose. I’d be lying if I said that I really had any idea as to how it works though.” 
 
    “How it works is irrelevant,” Saavi said. “What is pertinent is that it does work. The same process that shared Lorelei’s powers with you is the reason you were assailed by these visions. We are bonded now, James Decker, you to me and me to you. As such, you share my unique powers. Powers which only a limited number of my fellow symbiotes ever had before the…” 
 
    She trailed away, and her face clouded over. Suddenly, a wave of comprehension washed over Decker. 
 
    “What kind of symbiote are you?” he asked. 
 
    Saavi stirred, her warm brown eyes seeking Decker’s mixed blue-green ones. 
 
    “I am gifted with something that my people referred to as mentalism. This allows me to control my environment and, depending on what kind of folk they are, the people within it with my mind. It also means that I have a more direct access to the wild realm that we call the Cloud Sea than other symbiotes.” 
 
    Decker’s eyebrows rose. “The Cloud Sea? What kind of realm is that? Lorelei hasn’t ever mentioned anything of that sort to us.” 
 
    “No?” 
 
    Decker shook his head. Absent-mindedly, he reached out and curled one of the symbiote’s long black tresses around his finger and pulled her gently closer to him. Saavi laid her long naked form against him. The press of her warmth on his skin was a comfort in the perfectly controlled climate of the star-cruiser. 
 
    “It is, I suppose, what your kind might refer to as a variety of psychic realm that runs parallel to the material universe we all inhabit,” Saavi said, sliding her fingers up and down his thigh as she spoke. “It is difficult to describe to one whose race does not naturally dabble in the Cloud Sea—like trying to describe the color yellow to someone born blind. While I say that it runs parallel with the material world, it might be more accurate to say it intertwines with it. Sometimes the two merge and touch, other times they stand apart.” 
 
    “And humans can’t feel it or be part of this Cloud Sea?” Decker asked. 
 
    “Not without losing their minds, usually. Many illnesses of the mind amongst humans are the result of the sufferers, whether inadvertently or not, reaching out and touching this wild realm. It is a heady place, which is composed of all the emotions of sentient life. It’s the source of the various powers of my people. The symbiotes are the only species that can access its powers without destroying their minds completely.” 
 
    Decker wasn’t really sure what to make of this. While he mulled it over, he asked, “And seeing as we’ve now joined—” 
 
    “Very enjoyably, I might add.” 
 
    “—does that mean I can now reach out and touch this wild realm, this Cloud Sea?” 
 
    “Yes,” Saavi said carefully, her ardent voice reverberating through Decker’s thickly muscled chest, “but you must be careful and cautious when doing so. The Cloud Sea is as capricious as its name. Prolonged exposure to it can corrupt your mind, James Decker. It is a place that you should only visit in your direst need. And the Cloud Sea’s influence on you will only grow stronger as you bond with more symbiotes, its call more alluring.” 
 
    Decker stroked the top of the gorgeous woman’s head, his fingers running down the caramel-colored skin of her back. 
 
    “Careful is my middle name,” he said. 
 
    “I don’t see how a name will enable you to more safely navigate the Cloud Sea, be first, middle, or last,” Saavi said, with a devastating matter-of-factness that Decker was beginning to think of as unique to symbiotes, as the irony failed to connect with her.     
 
    “No, that’s just a saying. I… Never mind. I’ll be careful. I didn’t last this long in my chosen trade by being unobservant and foolhardy.” 
 
    “I would have thought that a fair amount of a bounty-hunter’s reputation might be garnered by their proclivity to lead with their chin, no? Symbiotes find humans very interesting in that regard.” 
 
    Decker grinned into the black hair that tickled his jaw. “Well, maybe there’s a little bit of that. Hey, speaking of symbiotes, where is it that the next of your seven is located? Do you know?” 
 
    Ignoring his growl of discontent, Saavi sat up and regarded the well-muscled bounty-hunter. Something in the set of her face and the somberness of her eyes told him that he was not  going to like what he was about to hear. 
 
    “Yes,” Saavi said. “I know.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    The symbiote let out a long sigh through her nose. 
 
    “Thrax,” she said. “The next place we must go is Thrax.” 
 
    Decker’s eyebrows rose in surprise. “Thrax?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Thrax as in Thrax?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “As in the home-world of the Thraxians?”  
 
    Saavi nodded. 
 
    “But…” Decker fished around in his head for some way to understand what he had just been told. “Are you telling me that your symbiote colleague was sent to the planet that would assure her of the most hostile welcome in this star system intentionally?” 
 
    “Not intentionally, no,” Saavi said. “The escape pod, from what little I have been able to check, looks to have been captured mid-transit. How it has happened is immaterial, though.” 
 
    Decker leaned back against the bulkhead and closed his eyes for a moment. 
 
    “Well, shit,” he said after a moment or two had elapsed. 
 
    “You do not wish to go?” Saavi asked, and Decker saw the alarm shining in the depths of her light brown eyes. 
 
    He smiled a little half smile. “No, no,” he murmured. “I was just thinking that if we’re going to go to Thrax, then we’ll need some reinforcements.” 
 
    Saavi gave him a quizzical look. “Reinforcements? Where do you propose finding men and women brave or desperate enough for such a venture as this?” 
 
    Decker patted the symbiote on the arm and pulled her back to him. 
 
    “There’s only one planet to get reinforcements of that ilk,” he said. “For desperate, crazy, or brave—or a fine mix of the three—we’re going to have to head back to Dracone.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The shock attenuators of the Farrago’s landing gear settled with a soft sigh as the ship carrying Decker, Lorelei, Rosa, and Saavi touched down on the frigid surface of Dracone.  
 
    Snow and ice particles billowed out from the vessel in an expanding skirt as the descent thrusters fired once more and then went quiet.  
 
    As soon as the reactor began its wind-down procedure, Decker felt the unfamiliar relaxed state that he had been enjoying on the return journey start to leave him.  
 
    It had been an uneventful flight back to the bustling space port on the icy planet. That was the key and startling difference that Decker had found, now being the captain of a state-of-the-art space-cruiser instead of the Fortune.  
 
    His old ship had had its little foibles; idiosyncrasies that he had come to know and love, and problems and failures he had been able to predict. The Farrago, being basically brand new and constantly monitored by Lorelei, who was part of the vessel, had none of these little individual peculiarities.  
 
    Decker had spent a bit of time at the controls each day, as they had traveled through jump-space, making sure the environmental control system and life support were fully operational. He had thought, for a few seconds on the second day, that there might be something a little off with the heat-cycling processors, but Lorelei had made a software adjustment and the system had gone green in an instant. 
 
    So, instead of tinkering with the ship, Decker had spent much of his time becoming familiar with the two symbiotes.  
 
    He had chatted with them a little about their home-world, although he was careful to be tactful broaching that topic. He was not a man who found it natural to handle peoples’ feelings with kid gloves, but he knew that the destruction of an entire planet and the almost complete annihilation of its inhabitants was bound to be a touchy subject. 
 
    The symbiotes in turn were happy to quiz both he and Rosa on what life in the Myrmidon System was like for humans. They asked them about all facets of their lives; how they came to be members of the Unofficial Consortium of Bounty-hunters, where they had traveled to, their most difficult missions or captures, and all sorts of other more mundane questions that revolved around food, music, clothing, culture, and sex.  
 
    It seemed that the pair of beautiful women took as much pleasure from sucking in new knowledge as a chronodust addict did from their inhaler. They asked about everything and anything, and grew more and more curious about the subject of sex the more Rosa Hawkes expounded on it. 
 
    In this, Rosa was all too happy to oblige, teaching them from a biological, physiological, and medical, but also the female viewpoint.  
 
    In the two days before they touched down on the docking pad of Dracone, Decker would often enter the main control deck to find the three women laughing and whispering with one another. When he entered, they would suddenly stop their talking and then burst into a fit of suppressed giggles, the variety of which had unsettled males of all species for generations uncounted. 
 
    However, as all vacations must do, no matter how long they are, the pleasantly and unusually tranquil ride back from Carth Thirty-Six eventually came to an end. That slightly surreal and unfamiliar feeling of having nobody to answer to lifted like fading summer sunlight.  
 
    In its place settled the far more familiar frosty certainty that he was skirting the edge of a shitstorm. 
 
    His bounty-hunter’s guard slammed back up into place. 
 
    His suspicion of anyone who was not one of three other people inside the Farrago dialed back up into the green. 
 
    “The Fortune is here,” Lorelei said as Decker watched the comings and goings of the port through one of the ship’s monitors. 
 
    “I thought it might be,” he said. 
 
    He was glad to know that the crew had made it back. Gladder still to know that his beloved Fortune was still in good enough working order to land on Dracone.  
 
    Still, as happy as he might have been that the ship and crew had made it back to this bounty-hunting haven in one piece, it did not mean that Decker was about to send out an invitation for drinks and dinner. 
 
    He had found that the uncomfortable truth about being a bounty-hunter—one that he had not yet shared with Rosa—was that, if you wished to survive and thrive, you had to be prepared to become a nocturnal creature. You had to make a conscious effort to be vigilant in the darkness that other people kept within their hearts, while simultaneously not letting yourself be blinded or distracted by the good that shone from them. You had to allow yourself to realize that, in the bounty-hunting game, you spent far more time hunting or being hunted by the vermin than you did the virtuous. 
 
    “What’s the plan, cap?” Rosa asked. 
 
    Decker was standing in the middle of the main control deck, his hands on his hips. He was dressed in his usual attire; adaptive bio-suit under the hard-wearing and practical dark gray military-style fatigues that he and Rosa had found waiting in the Farrago’s lockers. He had his trusty boots on, his antique-style aviator jacket over the top of the chest and back parts of his shock suit, and an array of concealable weapons about his person. 
 
    “Same as it was yesterday when I thought it up,” Decker said, checking the neck seal of his bio-suit. 
 
    “Honestly, when you told it to us yesterday I kind of assumed you were pulling my leg,” the medical officer said. 
 
    “Have I ever pulled your leg?” 
 
    “There’s a first time for everything.” 
 
    Decker half fastened his jacket to better conceal the body armor, then pulled on his gloves. 
 
    “There are a few likely lads and ladies that I think might be willing to join us,” he said. 
 
    “Do you really think that anyone is going to want to join an expedition heading to Thrax?” Rosa asked. “I mean, really?” 
 
    “The Thraxians have a reputation, Hawkes, I know, but they still trade. They still require supplies from other worlds. Yes, they’re a bunch of fucking war-mongering scum, but they still need to feed and grow Thrax, even while most of their warriors are cruising the void looking for worlds to conquer.” 
 
    Rosa looked dubious. “Let me come with you.” 
 
    Decker shook his head. “I need you here. I need someone who knows this place to stay with the ship. If Yasine sends anyone poking around, I need someone who knows the protocols of a spaceport here.” 
 
    “With all due respect, Decker,” Lorelei said, “the Farrago, and thus myself, have an encyclopedic knowledge of the laws of most of the spaceports in this system.” 
 
    “I’m sure that’s true,” Decker said, “but do you have the street smarts required to negotiate a bribe with one of the half dozen private security firms on this planet, or know how to deal with the guilds and gangs that like to think they command a slice of the action in the port, depending on where a ship is docked?” 
 
    “As for the bribes,” Lorelei said, “giving inducements to security personnel is strictly prohibited under section forty-one of the—” 
 
    “And that,” Decker said, stopping the beautiful blonde symbiote with a fond pat on the shoulder as he gave Rosa a meaningful look, “is why you have to stay here, Hawkes.” 
 
    Rosa nodded. “You got it, cap. Just keep your head down. Remember, trouble comes when you least expect it.” 
 
    “That’s why I always make a habit of always expecting it,” Decker growled. 
 
    He was not one for prolonged or heartfelt farewells, so he gave the three women a curt nod and hurried down to the deck below. As he reached the end of the stark corridor and made to head down the next ladder, he was stopped by a call from Saavi. 
 
    Decker paused and waited for the tall, willowy symbiote to reach him.  
 
    “What’s up?” he asked. 
 
    Now that push came to shove, he was eager to get out there and get this job done. It was always the way; the talking and waiting around before a job was infinitely more fraying to the nerves than the actual execution. He had a feeling that the longer the Farrago was docked, the more likely it was that it would attract unwanted difficulty. 
 
    “I just wanted to show you something, something that I think you might find useful,” Saavi said. “Pass me your sidearm, please.” 
 
    Surprised, Decker reached under his left armpit and pulled out the stubby-muzzled pulser that he had stowed there in a shoulder holster. 
 
     The symbiote took the weapon gingerly in hand, turning it this way and that as she examined it. Then, closing her eyes, Saavi held the sidearm in front of her and her brow furrowed. 
 
    To Decker’s utter amazement the weapon changed shape. It was one of the oddest things that the bounty-hunter had ever witnessed. It was almost as if his vision blurred as he tried to concentrate on what he was seeing. The pulser grew slightly elongated, a switch appeared over the side, and the muzzle of the weapon widened. 
 
    He blinked. 
 
    “How the hell did you do… whatever the hell you just did?” he asked. 
 
    Beaming happily at his stunned reaction, Saavi proffered the pulser back to him.  
 
    Decker took it and examined it. It looked, apart from those few minor modifications, to be exactly the same. He hefted it. If anything, it felt a little heavier, but that was it. 
 
    “I—and you, once I have trained you a little in the gift—can use my mentalism powers to subtly tweak and fettle weapons if need be.” 
 
    Decker cocked an eyebrow at the raven-haired beauty. 
 
    “You haven’t turned it into a water-pistol or anything, have you?” he asked. 
 
    “No,” Saavi assured him. “I have simply increased this weapon’s potency. It can now, in addition to being used in its former microwave firing capacity, fire beams of condensed light, using the switch by your thumb.” 
 
    Decker blinked. “You’re telling me that I can turn my pulser into a laser pistol?” 
 
    “I know it’s a technology that is rare among humans, but I thought it might prove useful during your excursion.” 
 
    Decker could only gawk in wonder at the pulser. He slipped it carefully back into his shoulder holster. 
 
    “The beam will be widest at the aperture of the pulser, probably a couple of centimeters across to keep the optics from being damaged by the intense light, hence the alteration to the muzzle of the original weapon,” Saavi continued. “The beam will converge to a spot a millimeter or so across at the target. In unclean air, the blue light will be more visible, but you should be able to see it in all but the brightest sunlight. That is worth keeping in the forefront of your mind when using this weapon in dimmer, darker environments. Enemies will easily be able to trace the source of the fire.”  
 
    Decker nodded. “Well, thank you, I—” 
 
    “If you pass me your laz-blade,” Saavi said, her words surfing smoothly over the top of Decker’s mumbled thanks, “I think I should be able to enhance that also.” 
 
    Mutely, Decker retrieved the haft of the laz-blade from the magnetized sheath on his thigh. 
 
    Once more, Saavi closed her eyes, concentrated, and subtly modified the weapon. She handed the haft back to Decker. Again, he noticed the slight increase in weight. It was a little longer too. A little wider. There was yet another little button on the opposite side of the hilt to the one that actually activated the blade. 
 
    “What—?” Decker began to ask. 
 
    “I have simply made an adjustment so that you have the option of turning your laz-blade into what I suppose you might want to refer to as a laz-sword.” 
 
    Decker attached the weapon to the magnetic thigh sheath once more. The metallic hilt clung to the band of flexible magnet-impregnated material. 
 
    “I owe you one, Saavi,” Decker said, his voice gruff. 
 
    Saavi smiled. She reached out and gave Decker’s gloved hand a brief squeeze. 
 
    “I would still be tangled in the vegetation adorning that giant creature’s back if it was not for you and Rosa, Captain Decker. It is my pleasure to help you in any way that I can.” 
 
    His mind’s eye was suddenly swamped with the recollection of the naked symbiote writhing under him in the close confines of her cabin. He swallowed. 
 
    “I best be going,” he said. “The job that’s never started is the job that takes the longest to do.” 
 
    Saavi bowed her head. “Good luck in finding the help you’re looking for, Decker.” 
 
    Decker watched her walk away along the corridor and vanish up the ladder to the deck above. 
 
    “Let’s just hope I have enough luck to find the help that we need,” he breathed. “Hopefully, that’ll be the help I should have been smart enough to look for, had I known.” 
 
    Decker stopped in the armory to grab a helmet on his way through to the cargo bay. Briefly, he considered taking a spacer carbine from the rack, but then disregarded the notion. If he got himself into the sort of scrape where he had to try and shoot his way out on this planet, he was probably already fucked.  
 
    Besides, weapons often begat more weapons on Dracone, and he was trying to keep a low profile. 
 
    Decker stepped into the extendable airlock and let it take him down to the freezing docking pad. When he reached it, he paused, his hand wavering over the release panel for the extendable airlock hatch.  
 
    Looking at the small flexi-glass display set into the wall of the airlock, he watched as one of the port’s fifteen-foot tall man-amplifiers stumped past the Farrago, motors whirring, carrying a ton or two of copper cabling over its shoulder.  
 
    It was one of the older models, with the operator actually riding inside. The operator was bundled up in an extreme-grade heated bio-suit complete with helmet against the bitter cold of Dracone. 
 
    As the aug strode past, Decker read DRACONE PORT POLIS stenciled across its backplate. 
 
    “Zizara Yasine’s private security force,” Decker muttered to himself. 
 
    “You knew they’d be here, cap,” Rosa said. 
 
    “Yeah, I know I know,” Decker said. “Just a little reminder that, technically, we still owe Yasine part of this bounty she put us onto. We have collected it, after all.” 
 
    “So? I thought you and her had an understanding,” Rosa said. “I thought you liked her? Respected her?” 
 
    “I like and respect her as much as you can like and respect a she-wolf who has the stomach and capability for ripping your throat out should she deem it necessary,” Decker grunted. “She’s beautiful and well-mannered, and more ruthless than every other cut-throat, bounty-hunter, and merc on this rock. She wouldn’t have made it to where she is now if she wasn’t. Remember that.”  
 
    He watched the aug operator turn the rig as it stumped past, no doubt taking in the peculiar sight of the Farrago’s design. 
 
    “You can bet your ass that she already knows we’re here,” Decker said. 
 
    “She knows that the Farrago is here, cap,” Rosa corrected him. 
 
    “Yeah, but I’m willing to bet Croaker and the rest of our old colleagues have been passing a few over the back teeth since they got back. It’s not going to take a fucking genius to hear their description of the Farrago and connect it to this strange ship sitting in the landing bays. And Zizara Yasine is a fucking genius.” 
 
    Decker waited for the aug to disappear out of sight. As it did so, he wondered what it might be like to have a ‘regular job’. Work your shift, punch your ticket, head home for a beer and the latest Interstellar Grand Prix highlights.  
 
    The door cycled open. Pulling the collar of his aviator jacket up around his helmeted head, Decker discarded the notion of gainful salaried employment and stepped out into a cold he could see but not feel.  
 
    Fact was, he came from a long line of folk who couldn’t sit still. Folk who had pushed toward the furthest frontier they could see. 
 
    Even before Decker’s great grandfather had brought his family out on the decade long burn from the far side of the neighboring system of the Hemithea Nebula, his family had apparently treated the concept of a home base like the heel of a vat-grown loaf: it might’ve been fingered every now and again, but nobody was really ever hungry for it. 
 
    Decker marched on, gloved hands stuffed in the pockets of his jacket, his head bowed against the wind. Ice particles hissed and skittered across the faceplate of his helmet.  
 
    He needed at least one more experienced and vaguely trustworthy crew member to help onboard the Farrago before they set off for Thrax. He had not been lying to Rosa, he did have a few candidates in mind.  
 
    Hoping and praying that he wouldn’t have to resort to the final name on the list, Decker strode on, heading toward the engineering bays. All around him, the molten sparks from industrial aug welders filled the air like fireflies, vaporizing puffs of frozen ground before winking out. 
 
    “Brave, crazy, or desperate,” Decker grumbled to himself. “What a trio of qualities to pick from in a new recruit.” 
 
    “Chin up, cap,” Rosa said through his comms. “Dracone attracts all the most savory customers and travelers.” 
 
    Decker replied with a short, sarcastic laugh. 
 
    “C’mon,” Rosa said cajolingly. “After what we had to face on Carth Thirty-six, a little recruitment drive with a few old buddies should be a walk in the park. I’m sure you’ll find someone you can trust. One of the old band who has mellowed and now treats their mind and body like a temple, etcetera etcetera.” 
 
    Decker gave his head a little shake. “Hawkes, if any of the old bounty-hunters or smugglers on Dracone treated their bodies like temples, then they’d be those fucked-up temples found on the dark sides of moons where people sacrifice one another in the name of dark gods while they crawl around and howl at the stars.” 
 
    “You pretend to be a cynic, cap,” Rosa said, the sound of her slightly drawling voice making Decker smile a little despite himself, “but I know if I scratched that veneer away with a knife, we’d just find a disillusioned idealist underneath.” 
 
    “Whatever you say, Hawkes.” 
 
    “Cap, don’t worry, we’re the good guys in this situation, all right?” 
 
    “When are you going to learn that there are only ever bad guys, Hawkes. Only some of those bad guys are worse than others.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The first name on Decker’s list turned out to be a dead-end. Quite literally a dead-end. 
 
    “I’m tellin’ you, bro, Tanner’s fuckin’ dead,” said one of the astrogators sitting in a booth at the strip club Decker had found his way to. 
 
    He had asked the barman of the delightfully named Wormhole Club for a woman named Tanner, a pilot, who sometimes danced for them when the mood took her. The barman had been new, but when Decker had forwarded him a few credits, he had pointed him to a booth in the corner where a couple of astrogators were said to have set up what was, essentially, their home away from ship. 
 
    Decker had been encouraged. Astrogators were, with a few rare exceptions, usually the people with the highest IQs on their vessels. They had to be. Astrogators, once the captain of the vessel had decided where the space-cruiser was going, had to figure out how it was going to get there.  
 
    They would have the navigation computer draw a pork-chop plot, which was a graph with departure times on one axis, arrival times on the other axis, and delta-V requirements drawn as contour lines in the graph. They would shade out the areas of delta-V that were too high for their particular space-cruiser, cross out the part of the graph with a mission duration that was too long for the captain, and what remained would be the possible mission routes. 
 
    It was proper rocket science and, as such, was well out of Decker’s sphere of knowledge. 
 
    “Dead? You’re sure?” Decker asked. 
 
    “Sure as anyone most probably, bro,” the astrogator said. He tapped the side of his balding head. “I’m an eidetiker.” 
 
    Decker looked at the man blankly. 
 
    “I’ve got a photographic memory, bro,” the man explained, starting to laugh at the expression on the bounty-hunter’s face before his drunken brain recalled him to whom he was talking to and he thought better of it. 
 
    “Look, man,” his friend said hurriedly, clearly keen on getting rid of Decker as quickly as possible and with minimal physical injury to either himself or his buddy, “we’re in here all the time, yeah. We knew Tanner on sight. Saw her dance a little, you know.” 
 
    “That’s right,” the first man said, when Decker said nothing but carried on giving them what he would have described as an ‘encouraging’ stare. “I’ve got a capsule next door that I crash in when I’m on-planet and—” 
 
    “There’s a cathouse next door,” Decker pointed. 
 
    “That’s right,” said the first guy. “Anyway, I was in there one evening when I heard things kicking off in here, you know? Anyway, the Wormhole is pretty good when it comes to impromptu theater, if you know what I mean, bro, so I ran in to see what was going down.” 
 
    The tipsy astrogator tried to rearrange his face to disguise the fact that whatever he had seen was obviously one of the most exciting things he had ever witnessed in the flesh. 
 
    “Anyway, there was a shootout, you know? Slug-throwers poppin’ off all over the place, just like in the cinema reels. It was fuckin’ wild, man, and Tanner she was in the middle of it all, and I saw her take a carbine round to the neck. Blew out the carotid artery. She was done like dinner, man.” 
 
    Decker eased back from where he had been leaning over the two guys’ booth. He tapped his omni-com a few times and then scanned his forearm over the reader on their table. 
 
    “Appreciate it, boys,” he said. “Enjoy your evening. Have a couple of drinks on me.” 
 
    Suddenly, he leaned back over the table, sticking a finger in each of the mens’ faces in turn and wiping away the cautious smiles that had bloomed there. 
 
    “And,” he said, “if you tell anyone that there was a guy asking after Tanner, I’d like to remind you that I know where at least one of you lives. Might want to keep that in the backs of your minds, in the interest of keeping the backs of your minds.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Decker found his second potential contact right where he thought he would, but hoped he wouldn’t. He also learned just how accurate his final remark to Rosa had been before dropping into a tactical radio silence. 
 
    He heard the man he was looking for a good half a minute before he caught sight of him. The sound of the former medical officer whistling tripped and echoed down the underground alleyway through which Decker walked. The sound was jarringly jaunty and jolly in the dank, tight passageways that ran deeper even than the subterranean settlement of Dracone itself.  
 
    Down in those warm, reverberating tunnels, the intricate mess of hissing and gurgling pipework made sure that the geothermal power kept Dracone functioning smoothly. 
 
    “Songbird Dunn, it’s been a while,” Decker said. 
 
    He had taken off his helmet, as there was an air-filtration system down here, due to the amount of engineering work that was constantly being done to keep the geothermal infrastructure ticking along. It hung down his back, still attached to his bio-suit by the vulcanized rubber fastenings. 
 
    The whistling stopped. 
 
    “I know you?” came a cracked voice from out of the deep shadows cast by a flickering LED globe. 
 
    “Used to, once upon a time. It’s me. James Decker.”  
 
    Songbird Dunn stepped out of the gloom and into the light. 
 
    Shit, Decker thought, appraising the stick-thin silhouette of the man, the son of a bitch certainly ticks all the physical boxes for ‘desperate’, that’s sure enough. 
 
    There were many prerequisites that potential crew for space-cruisers had to pass before they could be taken on to face the rigors of life in the void. Their bodies had to be able to withstand multiple Gs of crushing acceleration; they had to be able to handle unexpected drops in atmospheric oxygen levels; it was highly beneficial to possess the ability to endure long periods of boredom without psychologically going off the deep end; claustrophobia was obviously a big no-no, what with the cramped living conditions, as was agoraphobia when it came to partaking in space walks. 
 
    Songbird Dunn had passed all of these necessary requirements, but had fallen short when it came to being able to keep his hands out of his own medical supplies. The former medical officer of the Fortune had been a smart bastard—too smart, some said—but weak when it came to the very real problem of his personal addictions. 
 
    “Look, look, look! Look here!” the man crowed as Decker stopped a few yards away. “If it ain’t good old Captain James Decker! The closest thing to a straight shooter in the whole of the  Unofficial Consortium of Bounty Hunters, or so they say.” 
 
    “They talk a lot of shit, you know that, Songbird.” Decker leaned casually against the wall of the tunnel, trying to get a look at the man’s face, but the LED light behind him cast his countenance in shadow. 
 
    “Been a long time, Captain Decker,” Songbird rasped. 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Last time we spoke must’ve been right around the time you threw my ass off the Fortune.” 
 
    “You were eating the sickbay out of drugs, Songbird, what the hell did you think I was going to do?” Decker said in a level voice. “You didn’t think I was just going to keep funding your interstellar benders until someone actually died from us not having something that could have saved their life, do you?” 
 
    Songbird crossed his arms over his chest, but said nothing. 
 
    “Besides, I heard you were doing all right,” Decker said. “Someone told me you had some hole down here called the Headshop. Said you were the man that all the loadies were coming to see.” 
 
    Songbird whistled out a bar or two and then said, “Yeah, that was before I fell out with that bitch Yasine, though.” 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    The man stepped into view. 
 
    Decker had heard through the grapevine that Songbird’s addiction to seemingly every chem and bit of dope on the market had taken a turn for the worse, and the ugly proof now stared right at him. The man was gaunt, skeletal even. What was more, he was scarred like no man Decker had ever seen. His face was a mess of twisted tissue; shiny white in places, a deep fleshy pink in others. 
 
    “Have an accident, Songbird?” Decker asked, gesturing at the man’s mangled visage. 
 
    Songbird tittered to himself. “Bit of a mishap whilst cooking.” 
 
    Decker didn’t bother asking what the wretch had been cooking. He could hazard a guess easily enough.  
 
    Songbird skipped a pace closer to Decker, as if he was testing the bounty-hunter’s boundaries. The broken man’s breath plumed toward him in the cold air. The rank stink of it coupled with the jittery gait, the yellow eyes, the full frame, and the obvious madness, decided it for Decker. 
 
    No way was he going to find the man for the Thrax job here. 
 
    “What’s a big old swinging dick like you doing down here in the dark, hm?” Songbird Dunn asked. “So fine and so clean and so brave. And all alone too.” 
 
    “I’ve got a position to fill,” Decker said. 
 
    Songbird had no lips to speak of—which made the whistling all the more impressive, Decker thought—so his grin was permanent, but it widened all the same. 
 
    “A position? On a ship?” he asked. 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “And you searched out your old pal Songbird Dunn to run it by him, did ya?” 
 
    Decker let out a slow breath through his nose. The longer he stood there, the more he realized just how far gone Songbird was. 
 
    “I thought you might be able to help,” he said softly. “You’d a good mind in your head when it wasn’t up in the ether. Now I see you, I think you might not be what I’m looking for.” 
 
    Songbird tittered again, but there was a brittle edge to the sound. 
 
    “I’m seldom what anyone is looking for these days,” he said in his broken voice. “Not even the Dracones loadies.” 
 
    The crooked, dirty man let out a laugh that crackled up from his chest. 
 
    “Yeah, well, as nice as this little reunion has been, Songbird,” Decker said, “I think it’s time I got moving along.” 
 
    He did not turn his back on Songbird. Now that he’d seen the man, it was evident that doing such a thing would’ve been a very stupid thing to do. As suicidal as it would have been presenting the back of his neck to one of those vicious hunting cats on Carth Thirty-six. 
 
    Songbird Dunn tapped a couple of fingers against the cracked handle of a laz-blade he had stuck in his belt. Watched Decker through feverish bright eyes set into the melted ruin of his face. 
 
    “Look at you, strutting around like some bastard who has the whole world figured out,” he spat darkly. “Like some sort of gentleman of fortune!” 
 
    “I’d be the last bastard to say that he thinks he’s got anything figured out, Songbird,” Decker said. He eased backward a step, but made sure to keep his own hands in view. “So, I’m just going to piss off now and—” 
 
    “You ain’t going nowhere, Decker,” giggled Songbird. “That stuck-up bitch Yasine is looking for you, I hear. Looking to talk with anyone who might’ve come across you, or any word of you.” 
 
    “And so you find yourself at a critical point, is that it?” Decker asked abruptly. 
 
    “Eh?” Songbird asked. He had drawn his laz-blade, but not yet activated it. “The fuck are you on about, Decker?” 
 
    “A critical point. You’re at one,” Decker said. “See, a critical point is something the old bastard I won the Fortune off used to bang on about all the time. He was full of hot air mostly, full of the sort of shit he probably thought was wisdom, but I remembered what he said about critical points. He told me that they were made up of two things: danger and opportunity. He warned me that a good bounty hunter, when finding himself in a critical point, had to be aware of the danger just as he had to recognize the opportunity.” 
 
    Songbird whistled a few more bars, spit spraying from his ruined lips in the light cast by the LEDs. With a buzzing sound, which was almost beyond the range of human hearing, his laz-knife sprung into being.  
 
    He held it low, in a fighting stance. 
 
    “You came looking for help, Captain Decker,” he said, “but it seems you just went and found trouble instead.” 
 
    “You’re trouble, are you?” 
 
    “Could be.” Songbird chuckled. 
 
    The crooked man with the dishonorable eyes licked his fused lips. Decker never moved from where he leaned against the wall of the tunnel.  
 
    Songbird Dunn was close enough now for Decker to smell the chemicals crystallizing on his breath like hoarfrost. Somewhere nearby, a large turbine was humming away to itself, oblivious to the building tension in the tunnel. Water hissed and gurgled as it was pumped up from the depths, flowing through the pipes and up to the port above. 
 
    Water and heat, the two things keeping Dracone alive. Rushing through the planet’s icy heart like blood. 
 
    “Listen,” Decker said quietly. “Get this into your head—right through the fucking granite—you really don’t have to bother yourself with me, Songbird.” 
 
    The broken former medical officer hissed through his teeth and lunged at Decker. One hand clutching his laz-blade, the other outstretched, skeletal fingers contorted like those of a dying man in his final throes. 
 
    Songbird might have only wanted to disable Decker, but he had the petty, pinched, vicious look about him of one who wouldn’t know how to stop once he got the bit between his teeth. His wicked eyes glittered in the artificial glow of the LEDs. 
 
    Decker stepped sideways. His right hand reached for his thigh, came up clasping his laz-blade. He grabbed the furious wretch by his grubby collar and pulled him off balance while he twisted away, his laz-blade flaring into life.  
 
    Fast as a falling star he punched the four-inch blade three times into the soft, yielding flesh of Songbird’s skinny side, where he knew the liver to be. He felt the blade scrape on bone only once, as it rasped along a rib, cauterizing the wounds even as it cleaved them. 
 
    The drug-addled man squawked and stumbled away. Turned a slow pirouette and fell back against the stone wall of the tunnel. He grimaced as he hit the back of his head on a pipe and his knees sagged. He clutched his side, eyes wide in his fucked-up face. 
 
    Decker hadn’t wanted trouble and, in the end, Songbird Dunn had given him none. He hadn’t even had to try out his new and improved laz-blade on the stupid little shit. 
 
    “Fuck,” he growled. 
 
    Decker had seen enough to know that trouble was like a blister; it only really showed up once the work had been done. That’s when you felt the rub of it. 
 
    Songbird dropped onto his ass. Leaned against the stone wall. He wheezed like broken bellows. 
 
    Decker knelt down, clicked off the laz-blade blade, and stowed it back on its magnetic sheath on his thigh. As if on instinct, as if were trying to anchor his spirit to Dracone’s surface, Songbird reached for Decker. Decker slapped it away. 
 
    “I’ll be dead come morning!” Songbird sputtered accusingly. 
 
    Before then, Decker thought. You’re a husk. 
 
    “Maybe. But if you keep that hand pressed there tight like, you might just make the dawn. Can’t see what good it’ll do you, though.” 
 
    To Decker’s surprise, a fat tear sat on Songbird’s cheek like a drop of molten mercury in the flat, unyielding light of the emergency LED lighting. The man’s blood seeped through his fingers from the trio of wounds in his side.  
 
    Bright and vital against the cold, pale, icy stone of Dracone. It was a color that spoke of secrets and the fragility of all men. Decker could smell the coppery tang of it. 
 
    “You want me to finish it?” Decker asked. There was no rancor in his voice. It was just a question. 
 
    “Go on then, if you want,” Songbird hissed. 
 
    “It’s not got anything to do with what I want, Songbird.” 
 
    “Haven’t got many other options, do I?” 
 
    “Not many, no. But not none. You could sit and think.” 
 
    “Sit and think? About what?” 
 
    Decker shrugged. “About your life. About the good bits, if there are any. I guess there must be. Everyone has at least one good bit.” 
 
    “And what fucking crumb of comfort is to be found in thinking about your life when you’re dying, you sorry sack of murdering shit?” the wretched man said, spit spraying from his contorted lips as his melted face screwed up in a spasm of pain. 
 
    “Hey, you went for me, Songbird,” Decker pointed out. “I warned you.” 
 
    Songbird blubbered and cursed. His words were becoming weaker, his wan face growing paler by the minute. 
 
    “See you when I see you, Songbird,” Decker said. “I’m sorry it had to wind up this way.” 
 
    He pulled his jacket closer about him and set off back down the tunnel, back the way he had come.  
 
    Someone, some engineer or tech, would find Songbird Dunn sooner or later. It wouldn’t take too much of an investigation, trawling through the video feeds from all over the port, to figure out that Decker had done the deed. 
 
    If anybody cared to do that, of course. For someone with a reputation as grotty as Songbird Dunn’s, they might not bother. 
 
    “Where’s the fucking comfort in thinking about your life while you die?” the bleeding man dribbled miserably, his voice ringing dismally in the lonely tunnel. 
 
    “Well, it’s warm down here, and you’ve a nice bit of peace and quiet for it,” Decker said over his shoulder as he walked away.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The third person on Decker’s very short list was the man most likely to not have traded his coilgun in for a harp. He was, unfortunately, also the man Decker had been least keen to ask for help. However, with the information that the drug-addled Songbird Dunn had told him, concerning Zizara Yasine’s pressing desire for a chat, he knew that he was running out of time as fast as he was running out of options.   
 
    Fortuitously, Decker ran into none other than Celeste Iltane, the junior engineer of the Fortune, while walking quickly through one of the many communal mess halls that dotted Dracone’s network of tunnels. It was she who pointed him in the right direction. 
 
    “Cap,” the taciturn woman with the pug-like face said, “it’s good to see you.” 
 
    Decker had to restrain a small smile. With her crewcut, extensive tattoos, and naturally unsmiling demeanor, it looked as if Celeste was as pleased to see him as she might have been to find she had a case of thrush. 
 
    “Iltane, I haven’t got a lot of time,” Decker said, drawing the engineer into an alcove, “but I’m looking for someone. You probably know them, or have at least heard of him. He’s a bit of a character, a bit of a known face within the Unofficial Consortium of Bounty-hunters—or used to be.” 
 
    “You gonna fucking spit out the name, Decker, or are we going to keep playing this game of Guess Who?” Celeste asked mildly. “Only, I’ve got to be somewhere.” 
 
    Decker snorted. “Fair enough. I’m looking for Tyk Allbeard. You know where he might be?” 
 
    To his relief, Celeste nodded. Something that, on the face of a less severe person, might have been a smile contorted her lips for a second. 
 
    “Yeah,” she said shortly. “Fighting cages. Level three on the Southern Burrows.” 
 
    Decker nodded. “Not too far. Thanks. I won’t keep you.” 
 
    “Wait, cap, I’ve got something for you.” 
 
    Celeste tapped at her omni-com and then held it out. She motioned for Decker to do the same. Nonplussed, Decker did as he was bade. Celeste waved her forearm over Decker’s, and Decker felt his omni-com pulsate warmly. Looking down, he saw that she had deposited a decent sum of credits into his account. 
 
    “We picked up an easy escort job on the way back from Perus,” she said in answer to his puzzled look. “That’s your cut from the Fortune’s account.” 
 
    Before Decker could thank her, the reserved engineer had clapped him hard on the shoulder and disappeared into the bustling crowd around them. 
 
    Tyk Allbeard was, unlike his name, as bald as an egg. 
 
    Decker found the old man precisely where Celeste had said he would, sitting cage-side at one of the combat pens on level three of the Southern Burrows. When Decker sat down next to Tyk, the old man glanced over at him, then did a double take. Slowly, without a word of greeting, he extended his meaty hand. Decker shook it. 
 
    “Been a while,” Tyk said. 
 
    “Been a good little bit, yeah,” Decker agreed. 
 
    In front of them, in the cage constructed of glittering red laser beams, a group of four shirtless men were hammering the living hell out of one another, much to the delight of a cheering crowd of spectators.  
 
    “Judging by the way you’ve got the collar of that jacket of yours turned up, I assume you’re trying to keep a low profile,” Tyk said. 
 
    “You’re not about to give me one of those boring speeches about how you taught me all I know, are you?” Decker asked, his eyes fixed on the fight. 
 
    The older man glanced at Decker and gave him an ironic smile and a condescending pat on the back. 
 
    “I see you ain’t got any smarter,” he said. “Otherwise you’d know that even though I might have taught you all you know, I didn’t teach you half of what I know.” 
 
    Decker prodded the other man in the guts. “I see you haven’t got any skinnier,” he replied lightly. “Probably all the shit you have to swallow so that you can spout it off to others.” 
 
    Tyk broke into a rolling laugh and clutched at his prodigious gut. He was dressed in his usual attire of combat fatigues, the upper half of a shock suit, and a long coat with a high collar. 
 
    “Can’t begrudge a retired bounty-hunter a few well-earned spoils, can you?” he said, his gray eyes twinkling mischievously as he turned them on Decker. 
 
    “Well-earned my ass. The only thing you ever earned in your life was a solid beating. Besides, you’re only retired because I won the fucking Fortune off you in a game of cards.” 
 
    Tyk Allbeard chuckled heartily again and patted Decker once more on his broad shoulder. 
 
    “Still laboring under the delusion that you beat me, boy?” he said. “Ah well, we’ve all got our pride I suppose.” 
 
    For a few moments, the two men sat and enjoyed one another’s company as the men in the cage most decidedly did not enjoy each other’s. 
 
    “Zizara’s looking for you—for news of you, I should say,” Tyk said. 
 
    “I know it.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “It’s job related,” Decker said. 
 
    “Like this little visit I’m guessing?” 
 
    Decker let his eyes rove over the crowd. There didn’t seem to be anyone looking in their direction. That didn’t mean much, though. 
 
    “Yep,” he said. 
 
    “Well, what do you need, lad?” 
 
    “I need someone I can trust, Tyk,” Decker said, dropping his voice. 
 
    “Don’t we all?” 
 
    “I need someone with experience.” 
 
    “Experience doing what?” 
 
    “Traveling to, as well as navigating, Thrax.” 
 
    Tyk turned from the fight so that his whole and undivided attention was on Decker. His big, fleshy face was like a planet looming up all on its own. 
 
    “You need someone with balls the size of shepherd moons, boy,” he said. 
 
    Decker nodded once. In the cage one of the men had just hammered his knee into the face of another and knocked his teeth out. As he raised his hands in triumph, one of the two remaining fighters came up behind him and drop-kicked him into the bars of the cage. The man shrieked as the lasers singed the skin of his chest and fell backward. 
 
    “That’s why I’m here,” he said. 
 
    Tyk Allbeard’s unflappability was one of the qualities that had made him a living legend amongst those of the Unofficial Consortium of Bounty-hunters. He didn’t waste words, and when he used them, he didn’t mince them. 
 
    “That’s going to cost you,” he said. 
 
    Decker scrolled through his omni-com then held it out. Tyk extended his arm, and Decker transferred the full sum of the credits he had just received from Celeste to the old man’s account. 
 
    Tyk glanced at the screen on his forearm. “Just like that?” 
 
    “Just like that. It’s urgent,” Decker said. 
 
    “That ain’t going to be enough, lad.” 
 
    “I know. That’s just the downpayment to get your fat old ass in the air.” 
 
    Tyk held his gaze for a moment. Then his round, hairless face split into a smile. 
 
    “Just let me know when and where,” he said, without any other preamble. 
 
    Decker let out a sigh through his nose. “I didn’t want to drag you into this, my old friend.” 
 
    Tyk shrugged. The man had very little neck so the tops of his beefy shoulders almost came level with the bald dome of his head. 
 
    “I was bored as fuck anyway.” He chuckled. 
 
    Decker was just about to reply when Lorelei’s voice came over the comms channel—at least, he thought it was the comms channel at first. It took him a full two seconds to realize that the woman was speaking through that special telepathy that they now shared. 
 
    “Captain Decker?” the symbiote said, in her usual unruffled voice, which was the aural equivalent of a hot bath. 
 
    Decker held up a finger in place of an apology to Tyk, who nodded in clandestine understanding and resumed watching the fight.  
 
    “Lorelei?” Decker said. “Go ahead.” 
 
    “You can talk to me with your mind, Decker,” she reminded him. 
 
    “Everything all right?” he asked, this time thinking of the message he wanted to convey rather than voicing it. 
 
    “Not as such, Captain Decker.” 
 
    “What do you mean ‘not as such’?” 
 
    “A security organization styling themselves as the Port Protection Bureau has boarded the ship. They have taken both Rosa and Saavi into custody. Once they exited, I locked the Farrago down, but that seems to have inexplicably antagonized the security force more.” 
 
    Decker’s mouth dropped open. Without bothering to ask Lorelei why the fucking PPB had boarded a ship that was just sitting there and minding its own business, he checked his omni-com. 
 
    Accessing a database available only to the members of the Unofficial Consortium of Bounty-hunters, he brought up a list of new bounties—and sure enough, there was his name, Captain James Decker, right at the top of the list. There was also an image of his too, which could be projected holographically if the viewer desired it. 
 
    “Who’s that ugly little shit?” Tyk grunted from beside him. 
 
    Decker shot him a killing look, and the old man chuckled and held up his hands. 
 
    “It says here that I’m wanted for a litany of interplanetary crimes,” Decker muttered, spooling through the contract. 
 
    “That right?” Tyk grunted. “Any of ‘em true?” 
 
    Decker pinched the bridge of his nose. “No.” 
 
    Tyk grunted again. 
 
    “They’ve impounded my ship,” Decker said. 
 
    “The Fortune?” Tyk said, sounding worried. 
 
    “No, I’ve a new one. I franchised out the Fortune.” 
 
    “Thank the stars for that,” Tyk said. 
 
    There was a lengthy silence, as Decker considered his options. There was, he reckoned, only one thing for him to do.  
 
    Only one thing he could do. 
 
    He was going to have to break his two crew members out of whatever holding cell they had been thrown into, then he was going to have to steal the Farrago back. He had to do this before the fuckwits in the Port Protection Bureau carted the ship off to the impound hanger and started trying to ship-break it, certainly.  
 
    What Decker was more concerned about though, was getting the Farrago back before the Thraxians got wind of a strange carbon-gray ship and its female crew being detained. They might not be the universe’s greatest thinkers, but they were persistent and dogged when it came to hunting down that which they deemed important. Even though Rosa was a human, the Thraxians might start sniffing around if they thought a crew of two women piloting a ship which looked like no other vessel in the system sounded like the symbiote technology they were seeking. 
 
    And, if the Thraxians arrived on Dracone in numbers, it’d take a miracle for any docked ship to get off the surface unscathed. 
 
    Tyk slapped Decker on the back. In front of them, in the cage, the final two men managed the incredible feat of knocking one another out at the exact same time. The crowd groaned as one. 
 
    “I did mention I’ve got a strict no refund policy, didn’t I?” Tyk said.

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Decker stared out from behind a pile of scrap, which looked to have either once been a part of a habitat module for some commercial space-ferry or the odd bits of a heat radiator, and observed the still and silent Farrago. His tactical contact lens and the HUD on his helmet’s faceplate provided him with more than adequate data to realize the severity of his predicament. That data all pointed to one conclusion. That conclusion was that Decker was— 
 
    “In the shit. Well and truly in the deep and sticky stuff,” he muttered to himself. 
 
    There were half a dozen men and women stationed around the Farrago. All of them were dressed in the matching navy blue long coats, boots, and helmets of the Port Protection Bureau. 
 
    He zoomed in on a couple of the guards strolling leisurely around at the thruster end of his ship, selected the three-star emblem intersected with the stylized dragon that some marketing asshole had probably thought looked pretty cool, then logged it into the recognition software linked to his tactical contact lens. At once, the contact lens recognized all those people in Decker’s field of vision that were wearing the emblem and outlined them in a nice red color. 
 
    “Decker, I can still take off,” Lorelei said to him through her telepathy. 
 
    “Yeah, but don’t,” Decker said. “Zizara Yasine is very definite about that sort of thing. She’s the kind of woman who’d let you think you’d broken her custody and then remind you that you haven’t with a couple of surface-to-orbit thermal nuclear missiles.” 
 
    “What is your plan then, Captain?” the symbiote asked. 
 
    “I’m refining it,” Decker growled. 
 
    He watched the half dozen or so PPB guards as his brain flipped through a few possibilities. 
 
    “Lorelei, are you capable of hacking into the Dracone public video feeds and figuring out which PPB station house Rosa and Saavi are being held in?” he asked. 
 
    “Of course,” came the confident reply. 
 
    Decker couldn’t hear anything the Port Protection Bureau were saying inside their helmets. However, he could tell from their relaxed stances, their lazy walks, and the way that some of them were waving their hands around as they talked to one another that they were quite at their ease. They looked like a bunch of thugs for hire who were eager to have the swish-looking spaceship dismantled and the proceeds divided up between them. 
 
    “They’re not expecting any trouble,” Decker said. 
 
    “Are these Mistress Yasine’s employees?” Lorelei asked. 
 
    “No, she unofficially runs the Dracone Port Polis,” Decker said, hunkering down tighter into the shadows of his scrapheap when one of the little red-outlined figures turned in his direction. “If Dracone is a haven for bounty-hunters and more unsavory types first and foremost, then, probably, its second highest concentration of workers are tied up in the private security forces operating out of here.” 
 
    “How do they decide which security force picks up which criminal?” Lorelei asked. 
 
    Decker snorted. “The old-fashioned way. First come, first served. There’s probably some kind of formal agreement, maybe a division of areas within the port. Most of the time though, they operate on the same code that us bounty-hunters use for off-world jobs, only they follow it on-planet.” 
 
    “So we don’t have to expect Zizara Yasine to step in and demand custody of Rosa and Saavi?”  
 
    “I don’t think so. Maybe if I was with them she might throw her weight around, if Tyk and  Celeste’s information is right about her wanting to speak to me. Hell, the bounty on my head makes me think that she’s pretty keen for a sit-down. How are you going with locating where they’re being held.”   
 
    “I have it,” Lorelei said. 
 
    “Patch it to my omni-com.” 
 
    “Done.” 
 
    Decker checked the display on his forearm. 
 
    “Eastern Docks, one-BG,” he said. “I think I know the place.” He cycled through the map. “Yep. The first level below ground, right under one of the welding bays.” 
 
    “That’s correct.” 
 
    “Rough neighborhood,” Decker muttered, spooling slowly across the map and then zooming in. He gave a humorless grin. “But sometimes those are just the kind of neighborhoods you want to visit.” 
 
    “I’m detecting a certain resolution in your tone, Decker,” Lorelei said. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s because I think I’ve just figured out a way to bust our friends out. Maybe. Hey, can you mark my current position on the lidar, please?” 
 
    “Of course. Why?” 
 
    “Because I’m stashing everything I don’t want the PPB to get their greasy mitts on.” Decker pulled off his jacket and began unslinging his pulser from around his shoulders. “On our way out from the station house I might have a lot on my mind, Lorelei, so if you could just give me a little reminder to duck past this spot on the way back to the ship that’d be helpful.” 
 
    “Consider it done.” 
 
    Decker finished stowing his weapons and shock suit upper armor and then hid everything under a large sheet of aluminum. When he had done that, he got to his feet and pulled his jacket back on. 
 
    “Right, I’m off,” he said. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Lorelei asked, genuine interest coloring her words. 
 
    “First, I need to go and get myself a disguise that’ll keep me off of Zizara Yasine’s radar long enough to bust Rosa and Saavi out.” 
 
    “And then?”  
 
    Decker turned away from the surrounded Farrago and began making his way through the icy port toward the lit path that led out of the area designated for docking pads. 
 
    “And then,” he said, “I’m going to go pick a fight.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Decker’s not-so-elaborate disguise came in the form of an injection of muscle relaxants to the face. He picked the syringe up from one of the many blackmarket medical suppliers who catered for those bounty-hunting crews who perhaps weren’t flush enough to buy the best from the registered surgeons and chemists on Dracone.  
 
    He didn’t mind. The muscle relaxant was a common enough drug, normally used for laborers in the docks who struggled to sleep or suffered from acute pain, or, fairly commonly, as an adjunct in the management of musculoskeletal conditions brought on by living or working in microgravity. The fact that it was being bootlegged only told Decker that it was probably stolen. 
 
    By carefully injecting the underside of his chin, the corners of his eyes, and the line of his jaw, Decker’s face sagged sufficiently to become, to all intents and purposes, unrecognizable. As a secondary precaution, he also blacked the areas around his eyes with grease in the manner of certain amateur Asteroid—or ‘roid—Racers.  
 
    Once all this was done in fairly short order, Decker then made his way to the place he had picked out on his map of the port of Dracone. A particular drinking and dancing establishment that was a stone’s throw from the PPB station house that Rosa and Saavi had been dragged off to.  
 
    This bar, being in such close proximity to one of the Port Protection Bureau’s lock-ups, would ensure that, when Decker caused his ruckus, he’d be picked up by one of the local security agents. If he was lucky, there might even be a few of the assholes drinking in there when he made his move. 
 
    There was nowhere on Dracone that could be considered particularly high-class. It was not a planet you visited for long, unless you were in possession of a certain resilience. It was a planet that professed to welcome all travelers of all species, colors, races, and shapes, so long as they had ready money to spend and a fueled space-cruiser prepared to take them away again once they’d been fleeced. 
 
    It was not the kind of place you came for a vacation. Unless your ideal vacation involved getting harassed, robbed, or punched in the head. 
 
    The Eastern Docks was not a residential area per se, but it was the natural habitat of the sorts of bar, clubs, brothels, and drug dens that acted as homes for many of the port’s lower paid stevedores, logistic technicians, and manned freight switcher operators, as well as the dumber class of petty criminals. These men and women made their credits doing dirty, monotonous jobs, and then spent them in places like the Stroke of Luck. 
 
    Decker stepped through the vulcanized rubber door of the Stroke of Luck, looked around, and knew that he had picked his spot perfectly.  
 
    Most of the furniture—the tables, the bar, and shitty raised stages for the go-go girls—were made from vulcanized rubber, the same as the door. It did not break and could be wiped down and sterilized very easily. Surprisingly, the chairs and bar stools were made from some kind of recycled plastic composite, molded and colored to look like fake wood. 
 
    The threat of potential violence hung in the air like an invisible noxious gas. It was the sort of establishment in which it would be far harder to avoid a brawl than kick one off. The sort of watering hole where the patrons took no pride in fighting fairly, only in winning and not getting dead. 
 
    Decker walked up to the bar and elbowed his way in between two shabby men who had their heads together and were muttering to one another.  
 
    The man on the left looked up, opened his mouth to say something, caught Decker’s eye, and then shut his mouth again. 
 
    “Go on,” Decker said in a low growl. “Fuck off.” 
 
    The two men exchanged looks. The one on the right nodded at the other, dropped a wink, and the pair melted away into the crowd. 
 
    “And now,” Decker said under his breath, signaling to the bartender, “we wait.” 
 
    He did not have to wait long.  
 
    He had just been issued with a plastic cup of something that looked like water but smelled like ammonia, and had retreated from the bar to the restroom so that he could relieve himself, when a hand fell on his shoulder as he stood at the urinal. 
 
    Decker turned his head in mid-flow. 
 
    A man stood right beside him. He was a head or so shorter than Decker, but easily as wide. He was smiling. It was not a friendly smile. 
 
    Decker smiled inanely back. 
 
    The man next to him, careful to hold Decker’s eye the whole time, hawked up a loogie and spat on Decker’s boot. 
 
    The restroom was a large and dingy one. It was busy, not just with men wanting to make use of the facilities, but also with people striking various kinds of deals. Men and women bartered over chems and credits. A couple of the stalls emanated with the sounds of two or more people getting it on. Rows of urinals and stalls, from which the toilet water and waste was sucked out and down into the insanely complex and efficient gray water recycling and purification system, were doubling up as offices, as places to conduct business.   
 
    Already, in one corner of the room, some poor son of a bitch was getting a few good smacks for being behind in his payments for something or other. 
 
    For a few seconds the smiles flickered and flashed at one another like a pair of fencing steels, while each man eyed the other speculatively. 
 
    “Can I help you?” Decker asked the man beside him. 
 
    The man’s forehead, from which his short black hair was receding away from, wrinkled in a puzzled look. In an attempt to gain himself time, or come up with a witty rejoinder, he spat on Decker’s boots again. 
 
    Decker thought he knew why the man was confused. This was one of those screwballs who walked into a room and gave everyone the feeling that there was something foul simmering inside of him. He radiated waves of unpredictable force that might, at any moment, break loose, and manifest itself in such a way that the furniture in the immediate vicinity would start getting broken. 
 
    Decker recognized that, because he could be that kind of man too, when the occasion required it.  
 
    He reached for his drink, more to stop himself from reaching for the thug beside him than out of any real desire to drink it. 
 
    The black-haired man’s hand reached out ahead of his, scooped up the unbreakable polythene beaker, and drained the contents in one long, obnoxious swallow. Then, he dropped it into the urinal Decker was using and spat the contents of his mouth over Decker’s boots for a third time. 
 
    All sentient beings had a bullshit quotient—an internal limit as to how much stress they were willing to take from the universe. For some days now, what with one thing and another, Decker’s needle had been up in the red, occasionally banging spasmodically against the pin. 
 
    Now, the meter broke. 
 
    “Is this a habit of yours, friend?” he asked. “Spitting on someone while they’re pissing?” 
 
    “Maybe,” the black-haired man grunted, his smile taking on a new edge. “What’s it to you, prick?” 
 
    Decker shrugged. He was almost done pissing. 
 
    “I was just curious if it was a thing you did,” he said. “Or whether there was something about cocks specifically that made your mouth water.” 
 
    The man couldn’t get closer without stepping into the urinal, but he rolled his shoulders in a way that communicated that was what he would have liked to be doing. Behind him, his two accomplices began moving casually down the row of stalls. 
 
    “What the fuck did you—?” the angry man started to say. 
 
    “Sorry, hold on just a moment while I sort myself out, will you?” Decker said politely. “My apologies, but you know what it’s like trying to get your junk back into pants and a bio-suit, don’t you?” 
 
    Decker was amused how simple civility could throw off people looking for blood. They were more used to run-of-the-mill panic and abject fear from their usual clientèle than cool, rational responses. They wanted to be angry, sure enough. They wanted the flimsiest reason to kick off, but they weren’t quite sure how to go about it without looking like a bunch of idiots.  
 
    After all, there was no really acceptable way to start kicking a guy’s head when he was in the middle of tucking his johnson back into his bio-suit, without suffering from a decrease in street-cred. There were some things, even in the Stroke of Luck, that just weren’t done.  
 
    Luckily for them, Decker was in a rush. So, he obliged by giving an opening that even three thugs with a combined intelligence quotient of a mushroom could not fail to spot. 
 
    The stocky man with the black hair flicked Decker’s old aviator jacket. His hand dipped into his pocket. Reappeared holding a clasp knife—not a laz-blade, but a good old-fashioned steel number. He pulled it open and pointed it at Decker’s face. 
 
    “Steady on, you’ll have my eye out if you carry on like that,” Decker advised him. 
 
    “More than your fucking eye, you fuckin’ piece of shit,” the stocky guy replied. “Now, are you going to come outside with us and we can repay your lack of respect to my boys here without makin’ a fucking scene, or do you want to do things the fun way?” 
 
    “I’ve thought of another way we could do things,” Decker rumbled as he made sure the seal to his bio-suit was secure. 
 
    The dull flickering light of old LEDs set into the ceiling turned the blade of the knife white as the lead psycho turned it. 
 
    Following a burst of sudden inspiration, Decker decided to try and use a little of the mentalism powers gifted to him by his union with Saavi. Narrowing his eyes a little, in a way that probably made him look more mentally unhinged than anything else, Decker propelled his mind at the man next to him.  
 
    It was an instinctive, clumsy, amateur attempt, the mental equivalent of groping in the dark. All he tried to do was take his anger and force it down the mental throat of the black-haired man, in the same way that he had sometimes stared into the back of someone’s head to try and get their attention from across a crowded hall. 
 
    To his amazement, Decker felt his own anger, which had been simmering away at the surface of his consciousness, abate somewhat. What’s more, the mean dark eyes of the prick standing well within his personal space began positively boiling with rage. 
 
    “I’m all fuckin’ ears, asshole,” Stocky said. 
 
    He wasn’t for long. 
 
    Decker’s arm shot up to grab his wrist in a grip of adamantine. Before Stocky could do a thing, Decker had wrenched it upward and away from himself. 
 
    The man could have dropped the knife, of course, but being disarmed in front of his fellow cronies would have meant relinquishing a little sliver of his pride too—and no self-respecting lowlife would ever dream of doing that. He clung onto the knife, even as Decker swept his hand past his own face and sliced off his left ear with a silky organic sound. 
 
    Stocky let go then. The blade dropped onto the filthy floor, next to his freshly liberated ear. 
 
    The man gave a hoarse shriek, hitting a pitch that impressed Decker. The bounty-hunter didn’t give him long to show his vocal range, however. He wanted the cops to come, but not before ensuring he didn’t get shanked in the ensuing confusion. 
 
    Decker brought his hand down, edgewise, in an overhead knife hand strike with all his strength, landing Stocky a belter of a blow right on the carotid artery. The hoodlum dropped to his knees—unconscious or merely stunned Decker couldn’t be certain—and the bounty-hunter cracked him hard in the face with a knee. 
 
    Stocky went over in a spray of blood and saliva, making a soft little squawking noise. A tooth skittered across the dirty stone floor. 
 
    The hubbub that had filled the restroom died as every eye turned toward Decker. He might have had the saggy face of a man twenty years his senior, but the results of what he had just done spoke for themselves. 
 
    Decker gave the two others an evaluating stare. One stared back at him with the all-white eyes of someone who had gone through the painful process of having their scleras colored. It would have given him an eerie vibe, had he not been currently biting on his lower lip and pacing nervously from foot to foot. 
 
    The other man wore his hair braided back on his head. He was dressed in a ragged leather jacket and had adopted a low fighting stance. He rocked slowly backward and forward in the way a man who is gearing himself up to do something stupid does. When Decker’s green-blue eyes snapped over to him, he let out a bullish snort through a nose that had been broken at least twice before and carefully turned his polypropylene beer bottle around so that he was grasping it by the neck. 
 
    The bottles wouldn’t break, but that didn’t mean Decker was keen to be hit over the head with one. 
 
    “Come on, then,” Decker said. “I wouldn’t mind getting one drink in before this all turns to shit.” 
 
    Braids swung the beer bottle at Decker but, despite the ugly grimace, his heart wasn’t fully in it. The pair of backup goons must not have thought that a guy with a worn out, saggy face like Decker’s would have the temerity to fight back. 
 
    Decker stepped easily inside the man’s guard and caught his right arm between his left and his body, trapping the beer bottle behind his back. Generating the power from his elbow, rather than his shoulder, so that he didn’t telegraph his punch, Decker smashed Braids hard in the throat with his open palm. The man coughed violently, and the bounty-hunter followed up by driving his elbow into the leather-clad thug’s temple before bringing his foot around to stamp hard on his ankle with his boot heel. 
 
    As Braids fell away, Decker’s attention was already on the man with all-white eyes. He had the lanky, slightly stringy frame of someone who had been born on a planet with low gravity and hadn’t ever taken the correct combination of exercise, steroids, and diet seriously.  
 
    He came in swinging with a big, predictably furious haymaker. It might’ve rung Decker’s bell in a big way had he been drunk. And looking the other way. And as green as the other man was. 
 
    As it was, Decker was disappointingly sober, was facing in the correct direction, and had decades of scuffles under his belt. He blocked the punch with an elbow and then hammered White-eye twice in the armpit.  
 
    The stringy prick yelped like Decker had stuck him with a knife, and Decker brought his knee crashing into the side of the other man’s own kneecap. 
 
    “Balls!” Decker cursed. 
 
    He hadn’t quite gauged it right and had given himself a dead leg. He hobbled backward and got himself some support by clutching at one of the sinks set against the wall. 
 
    People who had been in the restroom when the fight had kicked off had departed swiftly, but there were still some—the drunker or more addled—who had stayed for the free show. One of them stepped forward now and shoved White-eye back toward Decker with a snarling laugh. 
 
    As White-eye flailed forward, Decker caught a glimpse of the restroom door over his shoulder. It was open, and one of the men he’d barged into at the bar was standing in it and watching on in mute astonishment. Eyes bulging. Mouth gaping slightly. 
 
    It had all become very real for him, and did not seem to be playing out quite how he had hoped. 
 
    Decker pulled White-eye off balance as he stumbled past him, and he went sprawling into the bank of urinals, his injured leg going out from underneath him. Then, with a roar of rage, Decker launched himself toward the weedy guy standing in the doorway. The key was to press your advantage in a real-life fight—especially when your opponents were of the kind that suffered from self-delusions of being hard-asses. 
 
    Decker would have made it if it hadn’t been for White-eye catching at his arm and holding him up. The bounty-hunter was pulled to a sudden halt, but used his forward momentum to pivot and lash out with his uninjured leg.  
 
    He caught White-eye right in the guts, folded him up with a spit-filled wheeze. He was propelled backward through a lavatory stall and ended up in the lap of one very surprised half-conscious loadie, with a still smoking inhaler between his teeth. 
 
    Barging people out of the way, Decker made it through the door and out into the bar proper. 
 
    A flash of movement from the corner of his eye sent him side stepping and turning with his hands raised. He managed to spin around just in time to have the second man from the bar, who stank as if he hadn’t washed in weeks, crash into him in an undignified tackle. He bore Decker back toward the bar, as hooting and hollering patrons scrambled to get out of the way without spilling their drinks. 
 
    “C’mon,” Decker grunted as he back-peddled furiously to keep his feet under him, “if we were meant to fight like dogs, we’d have longer claws and sharper teeth!” 
 
    Stinker’s shoulder was in Decker’s chest, his arms locked around his waist. He was a strong bastard for a skinny man. Instead of trying to tussle it out with him like a couple of bar-room amateurs at closing time, Decker grabbed the back of his grubby shirt and back-pedaled with him. His intent was to plow the man’s head into the side of the bar, but the man pivoted and changed his heading at the last second. 
 
    Decker, sensing the move before it took place, stepped to the side and flung him ribs-first into the unforgivingly solid bar, so that the thug made a hissing noise like a malfunctioning airlock seal. 
 
    Not one to give up an advantage, Decker gave him a couple of meaty right jabs to the jaw to rattle his senses. When he was nicely mellowed, the bounty-hunter elbowed him in the back of the head.  
 
    Stinker collapsed, his head bouncing off the surface of a rubber tabletop. 
 
    As if on cue, eight men and women in the navy uniforms of the Port Protection Bureau jogged into the room, scattering furniture and drinkers left and right. The Stroke of Luck’s drinkers, who had been enjoying the gratis entertainment put on by Decker and his adversaries, eased carefully backward from their gas-powered riot-guns. 
 
    Decker eyed the weapons. They were of an ancient design, fired rubber forty-millimeter slugs, were almost completely free from recoil, and were known to almost never jam or malfunction. It was because of this that they had been adopted three or four generations before by security forces needing less lethal ways of subduing those who did not want to be subdued. They had not really been altered since. 
 
    “All right, asshole,” said one of the women, who had the kind of face only a mother of exceptionally poor eyesight would love, “time to go.”   
 
    “Oh come on… man?” Decker said, making sure to make the last word a question, while hamming up the aggrieved wrongly-convicted role. 
 
    Some of the watchers laughed. 
 
    The woman colored. 
 
    “Very fucking funny,” she said, her finger slipping the quarter inch from trigger guard to trigger. 
 
    Decker put up his hands. “They fucking started it! Ask any of these other scumbags. I was just taking a leak and—” 
 
    “Well, that’s just it, buddy,” drawled one of the other sec-officers, in a theatrically sympathetic voice. “That’s just what me and my pals here came in here to tell you.” 
 
    He had the kind of shit-eating grin smeared across his fat face that told Decker that if he cut the man open, he’d find the word ‘smart-ass’ running all the way through him. 
 
    “What’s that?” Decker asked, playing along and letting a note of hope creep into his voice. 
 
    “I called my guy back at the station when we rolled here, just as you were finishing that shit-stain at your feet off, and he said Dracone is goddamn fresh out right now. We got way too much demand in this fucking place and not near enough supply, you know?” 
 
    Decker frowned questioningly at the tubby fucker. 
 
    The man hefted his riot-gun with a shrug. “What I’m trying to tell you is that, what with the asteroid belt closing together a little more up there in orbit, as well as a few other factors, we are completely out of fuck.” 
 
    There was a round of appreciative chuckling from the seven other PPB officers. 
 
    “Dang, but if you’d only managed to refrain from throwing down and dragging us away from the Interstellar Grand Prix highlights by say… a couple of days,” the fat guy continued, “one of us might have been able to give a fuck then.” 
 
    “Wait a sec—” Decker said, raising a hand. 
 
    The barrel of the riot-gun rose. There was a click. 
 
    And Decker knew no more. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Decker woke up in a holding cell fronted all on one side with ballistic glass. His head throbbed like he’d been whacked with a frying pan. When he tried to open his eyes, only one of them obliged.  
 
    “Well, hot-damn, don’t you look like five miles of bad road, mate!” an unfamiliar yet quite jarring voice said from somewhere behind him. The voice, for some reason, sounded delighted. “Still, it could’ve been worse. Those fucking lackwits out there could have remembered that those old riot-guns o’ there’s fire skip rounds, not straight impact. If they bounced the buggers off the floor, you would’ve been in real strife, you better fucking believe it!” 
 
    Decker’s brain functioned at half-speed. He was lying on something hard and unyielding, which he guessed was the floor. He contemplated turning over onto his stomach, but the mere thought of such acrobatics sent a sliver of pain blooming through his cranium. 
 
     “Who’s talking?” he asked, his voice coming out as rough as he felt.  
 
    “The name’s Craglin, fella,” said the unseen Craglin. 
 
    “Right,” Decker said. 
 
    “And who the bloody hell might you be, eh?” the irrepressibly chipper-sounding Craglin asked. “The guards are scratching their flaky little heads trying to figure that one out. They’ll be back in two shakes of a cryin’ baby to ask you, now that you’re back amongst the living.” 
 
    Decker almost said his name, but just managed to remember where he was before he spilled the beans. 
 
    “Wayward,” he muttered. 
 
    Craglin cackled out a laugh that reminded Decker of a pouch of emergency rations being trodden on. He winced as the sound lanced into his ears. 
 
    “Wayward? Yeah, that’d be right, mate, that’d be fucking right,” Craglin said. “Wayward… Good one.” 
 
    There was the sound of a klaxon sounding somewhere beyond the ballistic glass. 
 
    “Craglin,” came the drawling, familiar voice of the Port Patrol Bureau officer who had popped Decker in the face, “I swear if I come in there and have to put up with any of your goddamn nattering, I’m going to make it my personal mission to track down the whore that bore you and fuck her silly out of spite.” 
 
    Craglin let out another crackling, wheezing laugh. 
 
    “Get out of it, mate,” he replied. “Get a load of you, talking like you’ve got your dick wet before. What an adorable load of shit. I’ll tell you what, I know all sorts of down-low women, but I don’t know a single one who’d let you anywhere near ‘em. Fucking you would be like having a wardrobe with the key still in the lock falling on them.” 
 
    Another klaxon sounded, closer this time. 
 
    With a concerted effort, Decker rolled onto his side, heaved himself to his shaky feet, and staggered a few paces onto one of the benches that lined the cell. Just that simple effort brought him out in a sweat. 
 
    On the other side of the glass, the rotund form of the jackass who’d shot him in the head stood. His gaze was fixed on the man sitting in the cell opposite to his. Decker followed his stare. 
 
    Craglin was a tiny man, pushing four and a half feet tall at the very most. His stumpy legs stuck over the edge of the cushioned bench seat he was sitting on, while his potbelly sat comfortably on his thighs. He was dressed in a soiled flight suit over a bio-suit. He was florid faced, with the distinctive nose of broken blood vessels. His bony head was as bald as Tyk Allbeard’s on top, but around the back and sides had a luscious growth of bright ginger. This hair was coordinated with the huge mustache that adorned the little man’s upper lip. 
 
    He may very well have been the most ludicrous-looking individual that Decker had ever laid eyes on. 
 
    Craglin caught Decker appraising him and gave him a gap-toothed grin. 
 
    “Before you ask, mate,” he said, “the carpet does indeed match the drapes.” 
 
    Decker blinked hard a few times in an effort to clear his head, forgetting that he only had one eye able to do any blinking currently.  
 
    “You’re a Renkiddion,” he said. 
 
    “Ten points to the fucking big man,” Craglin said. 
 
    “Yes, he is from Renkides,” came the voice of the fat PPB officer. He had slapped his palm to a gene-lock and part of the solid-looking wall of the ballistic glass slid in and to the side. “He is a member of the least known race in the Myrmidon System; hailing from a planet we know absolutely zip about, a planet so antisocial and adept at shooting down approaching ships that no one bothers to try and land there or communicate with them anymore, and by sheer cussed luck the little shit ends up in my station house cell.” 
 
    Decker focused on the new arrival as the panel that had appeared in the seemingly seamless glass wall slid back into place and melded out of sight. The PPB officer was fat and he had a face that Decker would have loved to take for a walk up and down a rough sidewalk—although that predisposition might have been heralded by the whole him shooting Decker in the head affair. Anything else about the man’s appearance was eclipsed by the fact that he had jowls, and they were sweaty. 
 
    “I am Peace Officer Chaffer,” the sec-officer said. “As mentioned we know who the short-ass suffering from a chronic case of verbal diarrhea is. What we don’t know is who the fuck you are, Mr. Wayward.” 
 
    Decker barely listened. His eyes and mind were clearing with every passing second, and he had just noticed something, something that had sent a jolt through his memory. 
 
    Behind the sloppy form of the corpulent rent-a-cop were two lithe figures. He could see them through the ballistics glass of his own cell, across what appeared to be a reception area of sorts, and through another panel of ballistics glass. 
 
    Rosa Hawkes and Saavi. 
 
    He was looking across a lobby at the female cells. 
 
    “Peace Officer?” Decker grunted, spitting into his palm and rubbing it over the crust of blood across his closed eye in an attempt to try and loosen it. “Is that what your marketing division is making you call yourselves these days?” 
 
    “You don’t like it?” PO Chaffer asked. 
 
    Decker gave a one-shouldered shrug. 
 
    “I think our friend here is mulling over the irony of the name,” Craglin piped up. He twirled one half of his mustache around a stubby finger and then let it spring back. “What with you shooting him in the fucking head with an impact round and all.” 
 
    Chaffer gave Decker a wide, toady smile. 
 
    “Speaking of which,” he said smoothly, pulling up a screen on his omni-com, “while you were… resting, we did a bit of digging into your identity. Do you know, we couldn’t find out a thing about you?” He tapped the screen on his forearm a couple of times. “It would seem that, physically, you’ve undergone a particular form of laser fingerprint removal procedure that is popular with the more cautious types of outlaws and bounty-hunters. Judging by the scans we took of your skull, all of your teeth have been replaced—not just once, but on multiple occasions—as well.” 
 
    “I got into a few fights when I was a youngster,” Decker said. “Kids will be kids and all that.” 
 
    “Right, buddy, right,” Chaffer said. “Kids being kids doesn’t explain why your blood has also been infused with a genetic safeguard that inhibits the use of nanites to procure genetic information.” 
 
    Decker held up his bare forearm, where his omni-com used to reside. 
 
    “Should’ve checked my omni-com,” he said. “That would’ve given you all you needed to know.” 
 
    “We did try,” the sec-officer said unabashedly, “but there was some kind of anti-tampering software installed. As soon as our techs tried to hack into it, your unit fried itself.” 
 
    “I can charge you for that, right?” Decker asked drily. 
 
    As PO Chaffer continued listing why he didn’t believe Decker’s name was Wayward, or the fact that he was a ‘roid racer as his facial markings would seem to indicate, Decker let his mind drift. 
 
    Specifically, he let it drift out to Lorelei. 
 
    “Lorelei?” he asked, questing awkwardly out with his thoughts. “Are you there?” 
 
    “I am always here, Decker,” the symbiote replied instantly. 
 
    “I’ve found Rosa and Saavi,” Decker replied. “All of us are in a bit of a pickle, but I think I might know how to get us out of here. I just wanted to ask you one thing before I gave it a go.” 
 
    “And what is that?” 
 
    “This telepathy that you and I share, can I use it with Saavi too?”  
 
    “Yes, Decker,” Lorelei said. “Even if you and Saavi had not bonded, I would be able to act as a conduit between the two of you while you are in close proximity. All you have to do is think of her and reach out as you do with me.” 
 
    “Copy that.” 
 
    Craglin had broken into PO Chaffer’s incessant rabbiting and so Decker was given his chance to do just that. 
 
    “Saavi?” he asked telepathically, letting his eyes wander in a bored fashion across the lobby to where Rosa and Saavi were sitting in their glass-fronted cell. “Saavi, can you hear me?” 
 
    Saavi turned her graceful head and stared directly at Decker. She smiled. 
 
    “I can hear you, Decker,” she said directly into his mind. “I have been trying to reach you for some time, but your brain had shut all else out as it recovered from the trauma that knocked you out. We saw you brought in. Rosa assured me that your arrival in the same station house that we find ourselves in means that you had come up with a great plan.” 
 
    Finally, with a grunt of pain at eyelashes lost, Decker managed to get the eyelid that had been glued shut with blood open. 
 
    “It’s a plan,” he sent back. “I don’t know if I’d call it great.” 
 
    “What do you need us to do?” Saavi asked. 
 
    Decker told her.       
 
    PO Chaffer, after having bandied words with the acid-tongued Craglin for as long as he could stomach, turned back to Decker with a look of vindictive malice in his eyes. He opened his mouth to spout whatever empty threat he’d cooked up, but was stopped when Decker slammed his will into the other man’s brain. 
 
    The sentient mind is an infinitely complex, deep, and wondrous thing; both resilient and delicate. It is, perhaps, the most incredible problem-solving machine in the whole universe, without which there would, paradoxically, not be even a single problem in the universe. It is also like a door in the way that it can be opened, whether by guile or force, so that the person behind the mind can be examined, understood, and manipulated. 
 
    Decker infiltrated PO Chaffer’s mind’s door with the subtlety of a man using a battering ram as a lock-pick. 
 
    It did the job. 
 
    It was hard to know whether the man was aware of the influence that the bounty-hunter had managed to work over his brain. If he was, there was no sign of it on his porky face. The chins wobbled, the mouth went slack, the eyes glazed, and PO Chaffer bumbled about, waved his arm, and then opened the door to the cells. 
 
    “Where the bloody hell is he off to?” Craglin asked. 
 
    Decker didn’t answer. It was taking all of his concentration to keep doing what he was doing. He could feel the connection between himself and Chaffer, like a half-solid, half-liquid rubber line that was shifting this way and that. Having never been taught how to do whatever the hell he was doing, all Decker could do was to keep imagining what he wanted the lard-ass guard to do, over and over again. 
 
    Chaffer stumped past the man sitting at the brushed aluminum front desk, leaving the cell door open behind him. To his credit, and showing that he wasn’t one to look a gift horse in the mouth, Craglin said nothing. The little Renkiddion just watched in mute astonishment. 
 
    “Hey, Chaffer, where do you think you’re going?” the man behind the desk asked in a bored voice. 
 
    Chaffer didn’t answer. Luckily, this did not seem to perturbe the desk man—cementing Decker’s personal belief that PO Chaffer was probably fairly well despised even by his fellow Port Protection Bureau officers. He went back to whatever he was doing on the triple displays in front of him. 
 
    Sweat dripped down Decker’s face as he guided Chaffer over to the female holding cell. He got the man to wave his arm around until he found the activation point of the ballistic glass wall and it opened. 
 
    The sound of the wall opening caused the man on the desk to glance up. There was a frown on his pasty face, a frown that deepened when he glanced right and saw the door to Decker and Craglin’s cell still wide open. 
 
    “Chaffer, you damn goop, what the—?” 
 
    A few things happened in rapid succession. 
 
    Decker released his clumsy hold on Chaffer’s mind. The man sagged forward. 
 
    The man behind the desk, finally realizing that something shady was happening, got to his feet. 
 
    As Decker switched mental gears, fighting against a slight wave of lightheadedness that assailed his battered head, Rosa stepped forward and kicked Chaffer hard in the groin. The man doubled over with a high-pitched squeak. 
 
    Decker focused on the brushed aluminum desk in the lobby and, with a cognitive heave, flipped it over. The triple display went flying. The heavy desk slammed the man behind it against the wall, cracking the enamel PPB logo that adorned it. 
 
    As the officer fell senseless to the floor, Rosa grabbed Chaffer by the head and slammed his skull into the seat of the bench she and Saavi had been occupying. 
 
    In the space of three heartbeats, both guards were down and Decker was at the door to the cell. He was arrested by an exclamation from Craglin. 
 
    “What the fuck was that all about?” the little Renkiddion asked. 
 
    Decker puffed out his cheeks. He had neither the time nor inclination to discuss reality bending powers with Craglin, but there was something about the little man that he liked. 
 
    “Are Renkiddions really as good with machines and repairing shit as they say?” he asked. 
 
    “We know our way around a welding torch and a chem scanner, mate,” Craglin replied. “But, in all honesty, we’re probably not as good as folk make out.” 
 
    “No?” 
 
    “Nah. We’re better.” 
 
    Decker motioned at the open door. “You coming, then?” 
 
    Craglin hopped down from his perch. “Why the fuck not? Ain’t got nothing better to do.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The prisoners had been left in their bio-suits and clothes, of course, but had been relieved of their helmets and boots. Craglin seemed to have a bit of a habit of getting rascally drunk and thrown into the PPB station house and knew where the peace officers stowed their gear. 
 
    “What happened to your face?” Rosa asked, after Decker had made the introductions and they were hurriedly getting dressed. 
 
    Decker had forgotten about the muscle relaxant and prodded at his saggy chin. 
 
    “Later,” he said. 
 
    “Well, I hope it’s not permanent, cap, because that is not a good look for you,” Rosa quipped. 
 
    “Where the hell are the rest of the peace officers?” Decker muttered as they walked toward the door. 
 
    “Probably out getting sloshed at the bar they pulled you in from,” Craglin said. “So far as I’ve ever seen, most of the time, unless something falls into their laps, they do sweet fuck-all. Give any of the bastards a reason to set foot in a bar though, and they all suddenly become as busy as a one-armed aug operator with crabs. ‘Course, I have been known to be wrong on occasion.” 
 
    As if to emphasize his point, just as they made it to the door, a couple of peace officers ambled through. Their riot-guns were slung from chest harnesses, and they strolled with the nonchalant air of a couple of crooked cops walking their safest beat. 
 
    Decker grabbed the barrel of the riot gun of the first man and pulled its owner toward him. As Craglin laid into the man’s shins with brutal kicks, Saavi calmly reached toward the female peace officer and touched her on the side of the head. With a soft sigh, the woman folded up and collapsed. 
 
    Decker slammed the barrel of the riot-gun into his opponent’s face, breaking his nose. Then he ducked and flipped the man over his back so that he landed hard on the floor. A moment later, Craglin came in and smashed his bony forehead into the felled guard’s head, knocking him cold. 
 
    Decker tossed one of the riot-guns to Rosa who racked the slide. 
 
    “Your way was definitely neater,” he said to Saavi. 
 
    “I’ll teach you if you like,” the symbiote said. 
 
    “Add it to the list,” Decker said. “Let’s hustle and get back to the ship.” 
 
    Armed only with non-lethal rounds, Decker, Saavi, Rosa, and Craglin exited the station house of the Port Protection Bureau and hurried off down one of the numerous tunnels that made up the Eastern Docks district of Dracone. 
 
    “Lorelei, we’re incoming,” Decker said, speaking through his telepathic link, despite having his helmet and comms link back. “What’s the status of the ship?” 
 
    “I don’t mean to be a bother,” Lorelei replied, “but there has been some increased activity since you’ve been gone. If I was to hazard a guess, I would say that the officers guarding the Farrago are preparing to have it moved via some kind of tug. Most likely to the ship-breaking bays.”  
 
    “We’re coming as fast as we can. Do everything you can to stall them without alerting anyone to the fact that there might still be someone onboard.” 
 
    “Copy that, Captain Decker,” Lorelei said. 
 
    “Shit,” Decker hissed. 
 
    “What’s up, cap?” Rosa asked. 
 
    “The PPB are going to commandeer the Farrago,” Decker answered. “They’re going to take it to the engineering yard and break it up if they can. We have to move, before they get it into one of the breaking berths.” 
 
    “This way,” Craglin said suddenly as they passed one of the cheap cookhouse-cum-mess halls that catered for the less well-heeled crewmen. They were all wearing their helmets already—a dead giveaway that they were in a rush or up to no good—and the Renkiddion had been patched into the Farrago crew’s comms channel. “There’s a service elevator up this corridor that will take us up a level. Pops out right behind one of the power-plants.” 
 
    “That’s a long way through the port with no cover, and a shit-ton of public surveillance drones and cameras, many of which are probably being used by the PPB right now to try and find us,” Rosa pointed out. 
 
    “Don’t worry about that, love,” Craglin said. “There’s an abandoned textile recycling warehouse next to that power-plant. Usually locked up tighter than a nun’s… Well, it’s usually locked up tight.” 
 
    “And you can get inside?” Rosa asked, while Decker and Saavi kept an eye out. 
 
    “Can and have, love,” Craglin said, forgetting he was wearing a helmet and trying to preen his ridiculous mustache. “Can and have. Ain’t no surveillance in there.”    
 
    Decker saw a flash of navy over the heads of the crowd, back the way they had come from. The flash grew into more of a lump, which then coalesced into a small troop of PPB officers. 
 
    “Let’s do it,” he said, in a voice that brooked no discussion. “Craglin, lead the way.” 
 
    While most of the space port settlement of Dracone had been built into the rocky escarpments and undulations of the planet itself, there were a number of buildings—hangers, warehouses, manufactories, and defense stores—that had been built from scratch. These were buildings whose size or function meant that trying to carve them out of the rock or build them underground would have been impossible or downright dangerous. They had been designed and constructed to withstand and tolerate the worst weather that Dracone could fling at them. 
 
    Decker followed Craglin through the security door that the Renkiddion hacked with nothing more than an old battery and a stolen spoon. The little man stepped quietly through a heavy plastic dust sheet, which turned out to have a Renkiddion-sized slit in it, and into a much larger area. 
 
    Four industrial conveyor belts ran across the huge room. A series of dormant mechanized arms hung lifelessly over them. Lining the walls and filling the space was a great mess and assortment of metal cylinders, crates, piles of spare parts, and pyramids of rolled textiles. A couple of man-amplifier suits hung in their charging stations. 
 
    There were no lights on in the building. The only illumination was the second-hand light of the space port that came through the foot-thick windows set into the bunker-like doors. The bars of thick, dirty light deepened the shadows, leaving the far side of the high-ceilinged area lost in gray gloom. 
 
    Craglin grinned. “We get all the way through this place, pop out the other side, and we should emerge right where your ship is, near the docking stations by the Southern Burrows.” 
 
    Decker nodded. “Let’s get to it, then.” 
 
    They had made it about halfway across the abandoned textile recycling plant, when the darkness around them was scythed by the beams of flashlights. 
 
    Decker sighed inwardly. He had a sinking feeling that this was where things would get tricky. He’d been harboring a suspicion that their escape had been a little on the easy side, especially with how things had been panning out for them recently. 
 
    He halted the four escapees and motioned for them to crouch down. Then he peered back into the darkness.  
 
    “PPB?” Saavi asked. 
 
    One of the beams of light snapped off. A deeper shadow flitted amongst the shadows behind him, about fifty yards away from where he and his companions had pulled up. It was followed closely by another light shutting off. 
 
    “PPB,” Decker confirmed over the crew comms. “Prepare to leg it.” 
 
    Movement at knee level caused Decker to glance around. He noticed Craglin already in the process of sneaking toward the far side of the warehouse. 
 
    “I’m leaving this party early, mate,” he said. “It’s the downside of having legs this size. Don’t worry though, I’ll have the door open and ready for the rest of you.” 
 
    Decker nodded and turned his attention back to the oncoming peace officers. If they had heat sensors, which they very well might, they’d know where Decker, Saavi, and Rosa were already. Decker was tempted to wager that they didn’t though, because they hadn’t started shooting as soon as they were in range. Which was…  
 
    Now. 
 
    There was only one way that particular scenario was going to play out. And, in moments like these, Decker made it his modus operandi to never hesitate. When things got kinetic and loud, there were no points handed out for not being the one to kick them off. 
 
    Decker raised his riot-gun and squeezed the trigger. 
 
    For the space of a birthing star, the shadows in the immediate vicinity fled. The muzzle flash revealed three peace officers creeping up the left hand wall.  
 
    Spacer carbines. Helmets. Goggles. Shock suits. 
 
    One of the prowling figures jerked as Decker’s rubber impact round hit home. The peace officer was sent reeling backward into the side of one of the conveyor belts. He dropped his spacer carbine as he crumpled to the floor, clutching his stomach in evident agony. 
 
    A crackle of gunfire answered, reverberating through the warehouse, but Decker and the others had already fallen back toward the exit. Bullets ricocheted and whined off one of the numerous piles of abandoned equipment. A giant plastic bobbin, around which Rosa had carefully sidestepped a moment before, was blown to pieces. 
 
    Decker’s head snapped right. The shots had come from the opposite wall to the one the three peace officers he had seen were creeping along. He could just make out three more figures scattering into cover.  
 
    Decker fired back. The riot-gun roared. Decker was careful to use the skip round as recommended this time, ducking low and shooting his weapon at a slight angle to the ground. Another one of the PPB officers went down, one of their knees bent back the wrong way. 
 
    Sparks fireworked into the air as returning bullets struck metal. Fluff billowed as rounds punched into stacks of recycled cloth bolts. 
 
    “Move, move! Fire and move!” Decker said over his comms. 
 
    Saavi was hunkered down, immobile. Decker had the feeling that the woman had never been in a firefight in her life. She had no weapon and, unlike the rest of them, no helmet, as the symbiotes apparently were not subject to such things as environmental or atmospheric extremes. 
 
    “Saavi, find Craglin and stay with him!” he ordered her telepathically. 
 
    Saavi did not bother to answer, but slipped away like a gray shadow amongst shadows. 
 
    Rosa fired off a couple of shots and then ducked out of sight. The two standing peace officers on the left emptied their magazines in her direction, reducing a stack of plastic crates to splinters and sending strips of rubber from the conveyor belt behind her flying. 
 
    Gunfire raked over Decker’s head, and something shattered on the far wall. 5.7mm rounds nipped at his heels as he scooted into cover behind a heavy steel pallet stacked with cheap plastic boxes full of old clothes. He popped out, sighted, and squeezed off a couple of rounds at the lead figure on the right hand wall. His skip rounds smashed into the side of his thigh and sent him tumbling into a pile teetering tower of metal drums. As the tower swayed, a slighter, smaller figure behind the one Decker had just lamed dropped to one knee. There was a trifecta of flashes and the snapping bark of a handheld slug-thrower. 
 
    Decker tapped Rosa on the shoulder to let her know that he had her covered as the pair of them reached the back of the warehouse. Rosa fired off a couple more rounds and then made her move, loping around Decker to take up cover near the doorway. 
 
    “Come on, kids,” Craglin said, “we haven’t got all day. Sooner we’re out of here, the less chance we’ve got of being fucked in the ass by one of the other security forces.” 
 
    Bullets snapped and whined past Decker’s ears as he ducked through the open portal that Craglin was standing by, pulling Rosa with him. A sliver of good, honest Dracone pinged off his faceplate as a stray spacer carbine round hit the cliff wall behind him and shattered. 
 
    Once they were all through, Craglin slammed the door shut. The Renkiddion fiddled with the locking mechanism for a moment. There was a flash of sparks, and the illuminated panel died. 
 
    “That should slow the bastards down,” he said. “Where’s your bloody ship?” 
 
    Decker peered around. Without his omni-com’s map, it was hard to get a quick pin point on the berth the Farrago had been occupying. 
 
    “There,” Rosa said, pointing off to their right. She had found her wrist-mounted device amongst their gear. 
 
    They hurried through the bustling docks, icy wind whipping at their clothes. The place was as busy as it ever was, which Decker welcomed. There might be plenty of witnesses to see them, but at this point he doubted that the general hue and cry had gone up. 
 
    The Port Protection Bureau would be trying to keep their fuck-up under wraps. They’d certainly not be broadcasting to any of the other private security forces—including, crucially, Zizara Yasine’s own Dracone Port Polis—that there were some escaped prisoners on the loose. That was how commercial contracts and patrolling territories were lost. 
 
    As they approached the beautiful, organic-looking space-cruiser, Decker reached out to Lorelei. 
 
    “I’ve lost my omni-com, Lorelei,” Decker said telepathically. “Do you mind guiding me to where I stashed my gear, please?” 
 
    “Head toward the yellow outbuilding slightly to the east of you,” the symbiote replied at once. “That is the depot where they handle the hazardous cargo. Just before you reach it, you will find the sheets of aluminum where you stored your equipment.” 
 
    “I’ve got to make a quick detour,” Decker told the others. 
 
    “A quick fucking detour? What the hell are you stopping for, some postcards and a fridge magnet?” Craglin groused. 
 
    “Something that should help us deal with any peace officers still guarding the Farrago,” Decker said. 
 
    The four escapees hurried past a propellent refining station and stopped by Decker’s stash to retrieve his shock suit, new and improved pulser, and laz-blade. 
 
    As he hastily got dressed, Craglin sidled forward and said, “Now look here, mate, what I saw back there—the whole rigmarole with that knobhead, Chaffer—what was all that about?” 
 
    Decker slid his pulser into his shoulder holster and pulled his jacket back on. When he was ready as he was going to be, he looked down at the diminutive, mustachioed figure of the Renkiddion. 
 
    “You’ll hear all about it later,” he said. “In the meantime, this here is the last chance for you to choose whether or not you’re coming with us. It’s going to get pretty hot when we get to the Farrago. You won’t get a chance to just duck off.” 
 
    “I wasn’t having a laugh when I told you I had nothing else on,” Craglin replied. “I’ll come with you if the offer still stands, mate. I’ve the feeling that Dracone is going to go off like a box of rusty detonators soon enough. Crazytown’s a nice enough place to visit, but you wouldn’t want to live there.” 
 
    He broke into a bout of his unique brand of crackling, hacking laughter. 
 
    “Good,” Decker said, and he passed the riot gun he had been using to the little man. “Point that at anyone who’s not us.” 
 
    “Lorelei,” Decker said through the comms so that everyone could hear, “be ready to fire the Farrago’s reactors as soon as you see us.” 
 
    Only five guards remained around Farrago when the four fugitives emerged from a leaking geothermal pipe. Decker kicked the first hard in the stomach before he could even raise his spacer carbine. A follow up kick to the side of his knee sent him to the floor. A female peace officer swung a punch at Decker’s ribs, but he received it with his elbow, which he then rammed into the side of the woman’s neck. 
 
    As she crumbled, Decker pulled his pulser, touched the switch on the side of the grip, and leveled it at another guard opposite him. The man was scrambling at his spacer carbine, but was blasted over backward by the bolt of blue energy that shot from the end of Decker’s weapon. 
 
    A PPB officer sprinted around from the other side of the Farrago, but was caught in the wash as Lorelei fired one of the rear thrusters. He was tossed into the air like he was made of paper and landed heavily, and unluckily, on the upturned clawed finger of a parked aug. Blood sprayed across the snow-covered docking pad. 
 
    There was a dull bark, a noise lost in the general hustle and bustle of the port, and the final guard bent double as a well-placed shot from Craglin hit her in the guts.  
 
    Not wanting to take any chances, not with the monumental shitstorm that was about to break, Decker pointed his pulser at the woman and pulled the trigger.  
 
    “Oh shit, that’s foul,” Rosa said as vomit sprayed across the inside of the woman’s faceshield.  
 
    Decker had hit her with an incapacitating burst of microwaves instead of killing her outright.  
 
    “She’ll be all right,” Craglin said in about as unconcerned a voice as Decker had ever heard. “Which’ll be more than the rest of us will be able to say if we don’t get out of here pronto.” 
 
    The extendable airlock descended smoothly from the belly of the Farrago. Without any ushering, Saavi stepped inside and motioned for the others. It was only then that Decker realized that she had been responding to his commands and directions, even though she wasn’t wearing a helmet and thus wasn’t connected to the comm channel. 
 
    “The Renkiddion is right,” Decker said. “It’s time we took to the stars once more.” 
 
    Of course, Decker thought as they rode the airlock up into the cargo bay of the living space-cruiser and he felt the hum of the Farrago’s fusion drive powering up, it’s not going to be that easy. 
 
    It never was. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    You could list a lot of downsides for a bustling space station having multiple competing security companies. There were more uniforms for wrongdoers and bounty hunters to commit to memory and avoid, more men and women out to make a name for themselves, more prying eyes on the docks, and more palms that needed greasing. 
 
    Privatized security was a double-edged sword, akin to paying private fire and emergency services for every fire they extinguished. If there weren’t enough fires to keep the credits flowing, you could bet your ass that someone would set some.  
 
    On the flip-side, when one private security force was in the middle of making a total ass out of themselves, the other firms would suddenly find that they were far too busy to lend a hand. Inexplicably, they’d find that their lidar arrays were down, they were snowed under with paperwork, battling with staff shortages, and had no intel to share with their poor fellow security officers.  
 
    This was why the Decker and his small crew were able to get their ship off its pad and into the air without even being hailed by customs officials or traffic controllers. Word had evidently gotten around, and the Port Protection Bureau had seemingly been left to clean up this mess on their own. 
 
    Decker, having had a lot to do with that word for many years, knew precisely how and why things were playing out as they were. This rapidly escalating situation was a win-win for every other security force on Dracone.  
 
    Even if the PPB managed to recapture them or down the Farrago, they would still appear incompetent to the other agencies. If the Farrago managed to escape, the other security companies would love it all the more. They would pick the Port Protection Bureau’s client list apart like crabs eating a beached whale. 
 
    The only thing Decker was worried about—not that he showed it—was whether Zizara Yasine might have a hunch as to who was flying the unknown, undocumented ship and send her own Dracone Port Polis after them. 
 
    That would not be great.  
 
    Decker had taken manual control of the Farrago. He was now guiding it with unthinking skill and precision through the network of surface to orbit space elevators, and the huge stabilization cables that secured the single launch loop that made Dracone the hotspot for trade of all kinds that it was.  
 
    His plan, such as it was, was to keep in the cover of the launch loop until they were well away from the defense systems that protected the main port, and then make a break for the open void.   
 
    Dracone’s launch loop was a non-rocket active structure maglev cable transport system used for launching five-ton or less objects into space orbit. It used a moving cable-like system, situated inside a sheath attached to the ground at two ends and suspended above the atmosphere in the middle, to get, mostly, cargo into orbit. Once safely up there, the cargo was jettisoned and taken aboard by orbital freighters—or stolen by the more ballsy or desperate variety of space-pirates. 
 
    Essentially, what this structure amounted to was something that fell between a two-thousand kilometer long rollercoaster and an eighty kilometer high slingshot. The payloads levitated above the vacuum sheath, accelerating thirty meters per second, achieving roughly three Gs before they were lofted into space.   
 
    Decker hoped that the forest of massive cables, combined with the eddy currents that bled out of the tubing, would act as a deterrent for any other ships giving pursuit.   
 
    He had not expected just how desperate the Port Protection Bureau was to save face.  
 
    Lorelei had managed to access most of the bands within the space port, except for those more heavily encrypted frequencies. While Decker steered the Farrago through the forest of cables at a speed that seemed far too slow for the severity of their situation, but slow enough not to draw unwanted attention to themselves, the symbiote projected relevant communications chatter through the speakers in the flight and main control deck.  
 
    “Sounds like the ant’s nest is stirring, cap,” Rosa said. 
 
    Decker didn’t reply. His concentration was occupied with not crashing into one of the taut, humming cables of the launch loop. 
 
    Once they had passed over the transport nexus, where the few traveling passengers arrived, orbital warehouses stored minerals from asteroid mines, and a hub trade goods sat, Decker gave the Farrago her nose and headed for the perpetually gloomy roof of clouds.  
 
    “How’s the lidar looking?” he asked as the living space-cruiser entered the clouds and started climbing through the atmosphere. 
 
    In answer to his question, a klaxon blared for a few seconds. 
 
    “That good, huh?” Decker muttered. 
 
    A second later, Rosa said, “We’ve got multiple hostiles on our tail.” 
 
    “I agree,” Lorelei said. “The chatter would indicate some half dozen ships taking off. Their tracking beacons are all registered with the PPB, but it’s hard to be sure that there might not be more enemy vessels if they have commandeered private ships. Dracone is very busy.”  
 
    “Anyone who is not strapped in, do it now,” Decker said. “This is going to get choppy.” 
 
    The ship vibrated as it experienced a touch of turbulence. 
 
    “I’m guessing that you have a plan,” Rosa said. 
 
    “How do you know that, Rosa?” Saavi asked, sitting herself down in one of the bracer seats in the main control deck. 
 
    “Because his face takes on the look of a man steeling himself to do something pretty unenjoyable,” Rosa said over her shoulder, “like wipe his ass with a sheet of—” 
 
    Another klaxon blared. It was different to any that Decker had heard the Farrago emit so far.   
 
    This was not a thought that comforted him. 
 
    “Talk to me Lorelei,” Decker said. 
 
    “We are currently being laser targeted, Decker,” Lorelei said. “The ships behind are somewhat baffled by our stealth tech, but they are sweeping with lasers. If they get a lucky ping back, there might be a chance that they could lock a torpedo on us.” 
 
    The space-cruiser gave a juddering rattle as they punched through the atmosphere. Everything went eerily still and calm. Decker felt himself floating in his chair for a second or two, before his harness adjusted and bound him firmly back into place. 
 
    “Okay,” Decker said, pulling up a map of the immediate area and sending it over to Rosa’s central screen, “that’s where we’re headed.” 
 
    Rosa glanced at the map. Her forehead wrinkled in consternation. 
 
    “The asteroid belt?” she asked. 
 
    “Yep,” Decker said. 
 
    “Mate, excuse me for crowbarring in my two credit’s worth here,” Craglin said. He was sitting at the rear of the control deck and looking at a display of the Farrago’s tail. “I think you might be interested in this though. They’ve had some pretty substantial electromagnetic storms lately, and the Dracone Belt has tightened up and become more densely packed—and it wasn’t exactly a roomy affair to begin with.” 
 
    “You got a point you’re thinking of getting to?” Decker asked as he banked left, swinging the Farrago around with an expert use of the thrusters. 
 
    The Renkiddion stroked his mustaches absentmindedly. “I was just thinking that you’d have to have a death wish to try and take cover in it, as it looks at the moment.” 
 
    “Noted,” Decker said. 
 
    And he hit the burners. 
 
    The acceleration was like a physical blow in the chest. The gimbaled bracer seats, hanging from the ceiling of the craft, adjusted to soak up the force. At the same time, they squeezed and massaged their occupants to stop them passing out. 
 
    One of the readouts told Decker that they were sitting on a 3.8G burn. With a thought, he ratcheted the ship up to 3.9. He gritted his teeth and flexed his fingers. He knew from experience that anything above 4G made flying with any kind of finesse tricky. Trying to maneuver space-cruiser controls with arms that weighed twenty kilograms each was not an exercise in dexterity. 
 
    “Lorelei, I think I’m going to need this seat to enter a face-forward combat position,” he said. 
 
    “Yes, Captain Decker,” Lorelei said. 
 
    There was a soft hum and dull pulse of blue light. Decker and Rosa’s seats shifted smoothly, rotating and stretching until the two pilots were hanging from their straps. Then, with a soft whirr, a section of the flight deck below them opened and a support bed for their bodies rose into place. 
 
    “Better,” Decker said. 
 
    “I am also administering an airborne cocktail of drugs through the air system,” Lorelei said. “These drugs will ensure optimal function of blood pressure control and the continuing of elasticity of blood vessels to stop strokes from taking place.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me,” Craglin said, sucking a greedy whiff of atmosphere through his nose and grinning. “It’d be a poor Renkiddion who passed up free gear in any case.” 
 
    Humans had come a long way since the first days of space expansion, but their bodies were still not very well adapted to life at high G-force. Technology had greatly improved their lives in space. The near perfection of closed ecological life support and anti-grav systems, as well as improved habitat modules and the shielding that prevented star sailors being reduced to red mist when they entered jump-space were all changing the game one step at a time. 
 
    Maneuvering at high-G though, while making sure that a crew’s blood pressure stayed high enough their brain got supplied with blood, and their vessels remained elastic enough to not pop, was something that took some thinking about. 
 
    Within a minute, Decker felt the pressure on his body relax. No longer did he feel like he had a couple of elephants riding on his shoulders. He took a deep breath in and exhaled. 
 
    It was time to do just about the only thing he knew how to do. 
 
    “Rosa,” he said, “I want a lidar map of the belt. We’re only a few minutes out. I want you to plot me a course through it and then project the course up on my screen. I want marked boxes for me to guide the Farrago through like thread through the eye of a needle.” 
 
    “You got it, cap,” Rosa said. 
 
    As his medic-cum-copilot began tapping out instructions on her displays, Decker turned his attention to Lorelei. 
 
    “Lorelei get as tight with the ship as you can. I want you to keep an eye on all the sensors around the hull. I’m going to be heading into this belt fast, and I think it’ll be smarter if you operate the aft thrusters to make sure that we don’t clip our tail during any of the tighter turns.” 
 
    “Yes, Decker,” Lorelei said. 
 
    Without fuss, she dissipated in a haze of blue light, sucked back into the ship. 
 
    “What the fuck was—” Craglin yelled from the main control deck. 
 
    “Renkiddion, I assume you know how to man anti-asteroid defense guns?” Decker called over his shoulder. 
 
    “Course, I bloody—” 
 
    “Good,” Decker said, “you take the port side. Also, keep an eye on the rear scanners. You see any PPB getting close to our plume, you use the heavy railguns on them. No  torpedoes. If they launch at us, the Farrago has automatic countermeasures.” 
 
    “Righto, mate,” came the little man’s jubilant reply. “Although the PPB are usually dumber than a box of hair, I doubt they’d be stupid enough to launch a nuke into an asteroid belt.” 
 
    “From what I’ve seen, those assholes have just about enough intelligence to close their eyes when they want to go to sleep, but certainly no more,” Decker replied. 
 
    “True enough, and even in a place as ancient as the universe, plain pigheadedness has a hell of shelf-life.”  
 
    “Saavi, how about you?” Decker asked. “Do you think you can man the starboard anti-asteroid defense guns?” 
 
    “I have never operated such a thing, but Lorelei will show me how,” Saavi replied calmly. 
 
    “Okay, then,” Decker said. “We’re set. Let’s see if we can’t lose these suckers.”  
 
    From that moment on, all Decker could do was trust that the others were doing their jobs to the best of their abilities. Lying prone and in the sandwiched combat position, all of his concentration was on the task of not smashing the Farrago into an asteroid.  
 
    The asteroid field was far denser than even Decker’s most cynical imaginings could have made it, but it was not impossible to navigate. The super powerful computers on the symbiote ship had plotted a possible route into the heart of the belt, and Decker was willing to take it at its word. 
 
    It wasn’t like they had any other options. 
 
    The outskirts were not so bad to fly through, being made up of the more massive asteroids, but they also offered the best chance for the pursuing ships to nail them. 
 
    “Final count on enemy vessels is five,” Lorelei informed them all. “Ships range in size from thirty to fifty tons.” 
 
    “Sounds like your standard cutters or pinnances,” Rosa said. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what they look like to me, darlin’,” Craglin yelled. 
 
    Decker guided the Farrago through the highlighted focus points on the display in front of him. Rosa had overlaid them across the nose mounted camera, so that all Decker had to do was steer the ship through the targeted zones. 
 
    Like a lot of things, this was far easier said than done. 
 
    Even with the plotted guidance course that Rosa had the Farrago continuously calculating and updating, it took every ounce of his skill as a pilot to keep the ship from becoming another miscellaneous cloud of shattered shrapnel. 
 
    The Farrago whisked over the surface of a space station-sized rock. Behind it, the lead pair of PPB ships let fly with a couple of railgun shots from their bow-mounted weapons. 
 
    “Incoming!” Saavi said. 
 
    “Ah, they’re trying to rattle our cage,” Decker said, twisting the Farrago easily out of the way,  “but maybe if we can get them to try their luck again…” 
 
    He put on a burst of speed, only just managing to avoid missing his next visual checkpoint. He felt Lorelei apply the starboard thrusters and swing the tail of the Farrago about to correct for the change in velocity. Decker pushed the ship into a dive toward a smaller asteroid that was twirling in its place like a lumpy ballerina. 
 
    “Are you panicking, cap?” Rosa shot at Decker. 
 
    “Do I look like I’m panicking?” 
 
    “A little, yeah,” Rosa replied. 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    Decker slowed, allowed the pair of PPB ships to recover the ground, then boosted up and away from the asteroid. At the same time, the two pursuing craft opened up with their railguns. The projectiles hit the asteroid and went right through it, reducing the floating rock into a starburst of plasma. 
 
    Decker burned for his life, ripping around the edge of a large asteroid to regain his course, while also taking cover from the expanding cloud of rocky shrapnel. At the back of the main control deck, Craglin sounded like he was laughing himself sick. 
 
    “Who the hell was piloting those two ships is due a bollocking later,” he said. 
 
    “I don’t think that will be of much concern to them,” Lorelei interjected, “as they have been completely disintegrated.” 
 
    “That’s too bad,” Craglin said, wiping his eyes free of tears or mirth and watching them float away in the weightlessness. “They seemed like they were good for a laugh.” 
 
    The ship pitched this way and that, as Decker guided it deeper into the asteroid belt. Every now and again there would be a slight shudder, as either Saavi or Craglin unloaded a modest burst of projectiles from the anti-asteroid defense cannons.  
 
    “Hold on, why the hell am I being so economical with our bullets here?” Decker heard the Renkiddion say after they had performed a particularly tight turn around the edge of an oscillating asteroid and used the thrusters to take off in reverse and then flip back the right way around. 
 
    There was a deep judder as Craglin unleashed the full fury of the anti-asteroid defense cannon and shredded the rocks to the port side of the Farrago into gravel.  
 
    Glancing at his displays, Decker saw the masses of shrapnel balloon outward, causing the three ships chasing them to veer off course. One of them must not have kept an eye on the alidar, as it swung into the course of another. 
 
    “Was that a collision?” Decker asked. 
 
    “Affirmative,” Lorelei said. “I don’t think it was a critical impact, though.” 
 
    “That leaves just one that we have to worry about, cap,” Rosa said, spooling across a small three-dimensional map she had brought up. “And, it looks like we’re going to have to drop the speed pretty soon, unless you fancy trying this ship out as a pinball.” 
 
    The Farrago swooped and turned through the vacuum with the unthinking grace and nimbleness of a swallow. Decker’s jaw was clenched and little rivulets of sweat ran down the sides of his neck, but part of him was thoroughly enjoying the sheer thrill of piloting the most responsive craft he had ever been in control of. 
 
    And he was in control of it.  
 
    The link he shared with Lorelei had endowed him with an almost supernatural bond with the ship. He could read the space-cruiser with far more sensitivity than he ever had been privy to even with his beloved SC Fortune. It was as though this vessel was organic, a living starship. 
 
    What was more, Decker had a deeper level of trust with the strange, symbiotic machine. Instead of having to rely on the trust that men must have with the machines that their lives depend on, Decker had the added layer of knowing that Lorelei was watching over things as well.  
 
    Decker might have been gifted with instincts to rival any other bounty hunting captain or pilot in the system, but Lorelei had the brains to ensure the ship would survive the kinds of exercises he might have been attempting to put it through. 
 
    This was good as it turned out, because a few minutes later, a klaxon sounded yet again. At the exact same moment, Decker found the controls of the Farrago became more sluggish and their speed dropped. 
 
    “What the hell is going on back there?” he yelled. 
 
    “Decker, the PPB pinnace has managed to land some kind of grapnel on one of the aft panels, near the cargo bay,” Lorelei said. 
 
    “What?” Decker asked incredulously. He gritted his teeth as he managed to steer the now slightly lethargic space-cruiser through a chicane produced by the more closely gathering asteroids. “How in the hell did they manage that? They can’t lock us on lidar with gear that low-tech.” 
 
    “It was a lucky shot, big fella,” Craglin replied.   
 
    “Speaking of lucky shots, why don’t you do something about it with the aft-mounted railguns?” Decker said. 
 
    “They’re too close, cap,” Rosa said. “We’d risk crippling ourselves at this range.” 
 
    “Goddammit, it’s not even about them being able to reel us in. It’s more about them holding us up long enough for those other two ships to find a way around us and pin us in,” Decker said. 
 
    Peeling his eyes from the display in front of him, he quickly flicked through the route projected by the ship’s onboard computers. 
 
    Then he saw it. About two klicks away. 
 
    A chance. 
 
    There was adequate space on the other side of the place he was aiming at… If he hit the reverse retrograde rockets and port thrusters at precisely the right moment…  
 
    It should work. 
 
    Just. 
 
    The Farrago hurtled on. Decker continued to nail the targets on the display screen in front of him. Then, he deviated. 
 
    “Decker, what—?” Lorelei started to say over the flight deck speakers. 
 
    “Later,” he said, taking comfort in the fact that there might not be any later if he failed.  
 
    He opened up the throttle. His little bit of aerobatics would work better the faster they were going. 
 
    “You see what I’m doing, Lorelei?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes, Decker, but I’d strongly advise against it,” the symbiote replied. 
 
    “Noted, and duly ignored.” 
 
    The space-cruiser shot toward the donut-shaped asteroid. There was no knowing how the space rock had come to have a hole in its middle, but there it was, spinning gently like a bicycle wheel on an invisible bike. 
 
    “Here… we… go,” Decker said. “Craglin and Saavi, get ready to try and cut that grappling line with every last round in those anti-asteroid cannons.” 
 
    “When?” Saavi asked. 
 
    “You’ll know when,” Decker yelled. 
 
    Farrago shot through the hole. One of the stubby tail fins dinged off the edge of the hole with a shriek of protesting metal. 
 
    There was no time to run diagnostics. As far as Decker could tell, there was no hull breach and no loss of atmosphere, but he wasn’t minding any of that. As soon as they were clear, he fired the retrograde rockets, effectively hitting the starship’s handbrake. Simultaneously, the thrusters on one side of the ship were fired and the Farrago shot upward. 
 
    Decker released the retrograde rockets and shot back around the donut-shaped asteroid. If it wasn’t for the drugs coursing through their veins and keeping their blood vessels open, every member of the crew would have died there and then. As it was, Decker heard Rosa groan next to him and his own vision faded at the corners. 
 
    The enemy craft blasted by underneath them. Decker reengaged the reactor and followed them. He was so close behind them that his forward view was entirely obscured by the plume coming out of their engine. 
 
    “Fire, now!” Decker yelled as he pitched the Farrago into a dive. 
 
    The anti-asteroid defense cannons sent shudders through the hull as Saavi and Craglin pressed the firing buttons on the control panels. Decker could just imagine the streams of projectiles lancing out in absolute silence. 
 
    For a long moment, Decker waited for the grapnel cable to pull taut. 
 
    But, the moment never came. 
 
    “We’re free and clear, cap!” Rosa yelled. 
 
    As Decker eased back on the throttle to avoid the asteroids filling his front displays, Rosa enlarged the image being projected from one of the port cameras. As the Farrago spun around the edge of another meteor, there was a sudden blooming of white-green light across the screen.  
 
    The PPB vessel, tethered to the asteroid by its own grapnel, had spun about and plowed nose first into the rock. 
 
    A moment later, the Farrago was assailed with a brief rattle of stone shrapnel, and then it rounded the curve of another hulking asteroid and passed out of sight of the scopes and scanners of the two remaining Port Protection Bureau ships.  
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    In the shadowy wrinkle of one of the larger asteroids of the inner belt, Lorelei shut off the reactor. The Farrago, to any and all identification software that any PPB ship that might have had, ceased to exist.  
 
    “They’ll be down to searching for us manually now, will they not?” Lorelei said. “The final two ships.” 
 
    “Yep,” Decker said. “And I’d be willing to bet the payment you’ve promised us on the Port Protection Bureau spending less than half of no time staying out here looking for us.” 
 
    “Yeah, there’s no captain on that payroll pulling down enough credits to keep up a physical search for long,” Rosa concurred. “No one wants to be out in a belt for longer than they have to be. Only takes one of these rocky little bastards to go into a slightly eccentric orbital course, knock out a key sensor, and then you’re screwed. Can’t call for help, and no real way for you to be stumbled upon.” 
 
    “If you’re really lucky, those remaining lazy shits might chalk your disappearance up to being destroyed,” Craglin said. “There’s naught else that I can think of that is more helpful to someone on the run than being thought of as dead.” 
 
    “That would be a good rumor to get circulating,” Decker said. “Especially because Dracone is the only space port that has a record of our reactor signature. The Farrago is an unknown entity to every other database in the system.” 
 
    “I’ll be sure to make sure the stealth tech is fully operational from here on out,” Lorelei said, as if she hadn’t been doing that already. 
 
    “Stealth tech?” Craglin said. “Just what kind of ship have I caught a ride with, eh? And what the fucking hell is this mismatched skeleton crew of yours doing with it?” 
 
    “I think a more pertinent question,” Rosa said, turning in her seat to look at the Renkiddion through the open flight deck hatchway, “would be who the hell you are.” 
 
    Craglin beamed, raised his eyebrows, and nodded his bony head from Decker to Rosa. 
 
    “Cor blimey, she’s a spicy meatball that one, ain’t she?” he said approvingly. 
 
    Before Rosa could throw an insult—or something heavier or sharper—in Craglin’s direction, Decker affected the introductions. When this had been done, he addressed Craglin. 
 
    “As for what we’re doing,” Decker said, “well… we have business on Thrax.”  
 
    He had been expecting a similar reaction from Craglin as he had gotten from his old crew mates on the Fortune, when they had first learned that they had inadvertently been swept up in something involving the dreaded Thraxians. 
 
    Instead, he was greeted by a steely-eyed silence. 
 
    “You’re not upset, are you?” Decker prompted, after a long twenty seconds of silence from the Renkiddion. 
 
    “Upset?” Craglin asked. The word came out in a phlegmy bark of laughter. “Upset about you not telling me that if I did take ship with you, and didn’t scuttle off into the port, then I’d have to go to Thrax. Yeah, nah, that doesn’t bother me, Wayward—Decker, I should say.” 
 
    “Then what was that particular look for, Mr. Craglin?” Lorelei asked. 
 
    “Look, love?” the Renkiddion asked. 
 
    “Your gaze was somewhat… intense,” the symbiote said. 
 
    “Ah, that might’ve just been because I was envisioning all the horrible things that I might be able to devise for the Thraxians once we set the skids down on the surface of their planet,” Craglin said. 
 
    “You’re not a fan of the Thraxians, then?” Saavi asked, her enchantingly slow and deep voice reverberating through the control room like some lovely, calming instrument. 
 
    “I’m a fan of killin’ them, if that counts?” Craglin said. 
 
    “I’m not sure if that is what I meant,” Saavi said. 
 
    “Have you something against the Thraxians, Craglin?” Saavi asked. 
 
    “Something more than the usual annoyance that most of the rest of the Myrmidon System feel toward the ravening horde of murderous bastards you mean?” Craglin asked. 
 
    “Yes, I suppose that’s what I mean,” Saavi said. 
 
    “I’ve spent more than my fair share of time in taverns and taprooms all over this system, listening to what passes as talk and philosophy in such places,” Craglin said, twirling a thick finger through his mustaches. “I have heard some people consider that a life is too fleeting to be spent in nursing animosity or righting wrongs.” 
 
    “An admirable sentiment,” Lorelei said. 
 
    “And completely fucking erroneous, as such twaddle often is,” Craglin said. “Renkiddions have perfected the art of trying to get some other bastard’s sorrow to mirror the level of general pissed-offness that we might feel at something. The two rarely meet, in our eyes, but we have learned to persevere. That’s all I’ll say about the Thraxians.” 
 
    “Lorelei,” Decker spoke over the newest and shortest member of the Farrago’s motley crew, “my omni-com self-destructed back on Dracone when some of the PPB techs tried to pry into it. You don’t have some kind of spare unit lying around the place, do you?” 
 
    Lorelei shook her head. “Us symbiotes could talk to each other telepathically through the connection we all shared with the Cloud Sea, so there’s never really been a need for us to develop anything along the lines of your omni-coms.” 
 
    “Damn it,” Decker said softly to himself. “I need something to be able to contact Tyk on.” 
 
    “I’ve still got mine, cap,” Rosa called from the flight deck, where she was still sitting in the co-pilot’s seat and fanning herself with her hand. 
 
    Decker nodded. “That might do, but Tyk is old school. He’s not going to make it easy for an outside channel to get hold of him, even if it’s a recorded message being sent off an omni-com. From what I know of the man, and I know a fair bit, he’ll have comms scanners in place that’ll intercept any messages on regular frequencies. As far as laser communications systems go, he’ll undoubtedly have jammers and scatterers in place, as well as diffusers if whatever ship he’s flying has them.” 
 
    “He sounds like an individual who doesn’t enjoy unannounced visits,” Saavi observed. 
 
    Decker laughed shortly. “No, he doesn’t. Tyk always used to say to me that it wasn’t paranoia when you knew there was someone looking for you. Then he would tell me that most of the time in the bounty hunting trade, for one reason or another, there was always someone looking for you.” 
 
    Decker rubbed his stubbled chin, making a mental note to make a date with a razor as soon as time allowed and he remembered. Then he glanced over at Craglin, who was sitting in his bracer seat with his stumpy legs crossed comfortably in front of him. 
 
    “You don’t have some Renkiddion stand-in that could get a message to someone who doesn’t receive messages from outside the channels and signatures that he trusted, do you?” Decker asked. 
 
    Craglin scrunched up his nose. “A personal comms unit? Nah, bugger that for a bunch of bananas, mate. Why the hell people insist on carrying about a bit of gear that makes ‘em trackable to within the nearest square foot anywhere in the system boggles my mind.” 
 
    “You don’t carry one?” Saavi asked. 
 
    “Shit no, darlin’,” Craglin said. “When I want to get lost, I mean to stay lost.” 
 
    Decker briefly considered, and voiced aloud, the idea of forsaking the lidar-bewildering, radar-jumbling, comms-defying shelter of the asteroid belt and heading to a minor planetary outpost to buy an omni-com so he could match it with his genetic signature and contact Tyk. 
 
    Instantly though, Lorelei said, “We can’t do that, Decker. With each passing hour we’re risking more and more. Being able to access the Farrago’s navigation system, I can tell you that the nearest planetary outpost where our arrival has less than a fifty percent chance of being noted is the mineral mining station of Gnonatera. Even stopping there briefly, and making use of orbital slingshots on the way, it would add almost a week to our trip.” 
 
    “To delay our heist, even by a day, is allowing the Thraxians to get closer and closer to gaining access to the Cloud Sea via our fellow symbiote, Captain Decker,” Saavi said, “and—” 
 
    “And, if that happens, all the symbiotes die, and the Thraxians become even more formidable than they already are,” Decker finished for her. 
 
    Saavi nodded. There was a grim look on her beautiful face, a shadow of a pain that was not hers. “I can feel the third symbiote’s discomfort, her fear, and it is getting worse.” 
 
    Decker sighed. “I guess that a detour to grab an omni-com would take too long,” he admitted. “Still, not being able to get a hold of Tyk Allbeard until we get to Thrax might come back to bite us in the ass.” 
 
    “Ah, don’t fret too much about grabbing an omni-com until we reach Thrax, fella,” Craglin said, unbuckling himself from his bracer seat and slipping out of it. “Your old mate Craglin has been around a system or two in his time.” 
 
    He started looking around the interior of the symbiote ship with the vaguely proprietorial eye of the long-time space-traveling connoisseur. 
 
    “You’ve been to Thrax?” Rosa asked. 
 
    “I surely have, darlin, I surely have indeed,” Craglin replied airily, waggling his eyebrows in what he probably thought was a debonair and suggestive fashion—although Decker would have bet the only thing the gesture suggested to Rosa was likely to hit the short humanoid across the back of the head. 
 
    “I know you humans are far too quick to judge a bloke on his looks—it’s one of the things that us Renkiddions love best about you, because it makes you so bloody predictable. You might not think that someone of my stature could look after himself in this big, bad universe of ours. You’d be surprised at how little your lot know about our lot though, I reckon.” 
 
    “I don’t think I would,” Decker said. “You guys blow up any ship that touches the upper limit of Renkides’ atmosphere.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, what do you bloody expect, mate?” Craglin said casually. “We’ve got a good thing happening in Renkides. We have something that the likes of the human race, for all its self-aggrandizement and all the material advantages it has come across during its expansion through the stars, has yet to get its hands on.” 
 
    “And what is that?” Lorelei asked with interest. 
 
    “Peace, love. Good old-fashioned peace,” the Renkiddion replied. “You know, that old unicorn? The thing that all have heard of, but none have ever actually seen? And we have seen enough of you lot to know that there ain’t nothing good that comes from having anything to do with you whatsoever.” 
 
    “He talks much, this one,” Saavi commented, a kind of interested awe in her voice.  
 
    “That’s right, darlin’, that’s right,” Craglin said. “I’m full of good stuff. Full of knowledge. Some of it useful, some of it valuable, more than a little of it downright bloody dangerous. However, suffice to say, and to cut a long story short, I am well aware of the black market on Thrax. I know where we should be able to find the good captain here—who’s clearly more than meets the eye —a new omni-com.” 
 
    “You know someone, do you?” Decker asked. 
 
    Craglin shrugged and gave the other four an enigmatic, not entirely comforting, grin. “Let’s just say that I know a guy who knows a guy, yeah?” He turned his attention back to Decker and added, “You just worry about getting us to Thrax, Captain Decker. And let old Craglin worry about sorting you out with a new comms gizmo. And speaking of old Craglin, you guys don’t have anything to drink on this vessel, do you? I find myself in dire need of something with a bit of pep to it after all that excitement. I ain’t fussy, though. So long as it’s slightly less corrosive than hydrofluoric acid, I don’t mind.” 
 
    Lorelei cocked her head to one side and regarded the Renkiddion through her startling blue eyes. 
 
    “Although I do not detect any immediate malice in our new associate, Craglin’s, tone,” the symbiote said, “I nevertheless can’t help but think that he is in some indefinable way a… troublemaker.” 
 
    Craglin started coughing and cackling in a way that told Decker he had been highly tickled by that comment. When he got himself under control and had wiped his eyes, he said, “Yeah, well, no society ever got anywhere by throwing out their trouble-makers, did they? That’s why us Renkiddions have done so bloody well for ourselves. Not just as tough as woodpecker lips, but smart too.” 
 
    “I guess we’ll see whether any of that is true when we get to Thrax, won’t we?” Decker said. 
 
    “I guess we will,” Craglin replied. 
 
    Decker returned to the pilot’s seat. 
 
    “Everything all right, cap?” Rosa asked him, as his straps fitted themselves around him. 
 
    Decker replied with a half-smile. “We’re about to enter jump-space with the sole intent of winding up on the front door of the most hostile, war-mad nation in the Myrmidon System.” His voice couldn’t have been any more steady or unemotional if he’d been describing how they were about to head out to the famed flower-covered planet of Vualara to pick up two dozen blue roses for his Great Aunt Agatha—if he’d had a Great Aunt Agatha. “I’m not sure if that’d fit into anyone’s definition of being all right.” 
 
    “Don’t forget that we’re going there to try and steal back an asset that, it sounds to me, they view as the apple of their eye,” Rosa pointed out. 
 
    “Oh yeah, and there’s that too,” Decker said drily. 
 
    Through the metal of the hatch door, they could make out the sound of Craglin rabbiting away to the two symbiotes. 
 
    “You reckon the Renkiddion can be trusted?” Rosa asked, as Decker went through the motions of checking the ship’s systems and their mapped course before they left the asteroid field and entered jump-space. 
 
    “He seems to have no love for the Thraxians,” Decker said. “If I had to guess, that little bastard has a score to settle with the Thraxians, a private score he picked up down the road a little. Must’ve been something serious to bring him off his home-world.” 
 
    “There’s an old bit of galactic wisdom in which they say that the only Renkiddions who ever leave Renkides are the maddest ones or the baddest ones.” 
 
    “Who’s they?” 
 
    Rosa shrugged. “You know, they. The same bunch of assholes who are the ‘we’ in ‘we all know’, the ‘people’ in ‘people are always saying’, and the ‘everyone’ in ‘everyone reckons’.” 
 
    “Oh, those guys,” Decker said as he ran a quick diagnostics check on the shielding of the fission core. “Well, I wouldn’t pay too much heed to whatever bunch of bullshit they’ve been saying. I think, as far as it goes, we can trust Craglin. We did spring him from that station house but, more than that, he just doesn’t strike me as the kind of guy who can actually be bothered to fashion elaborate lies. I think he’s a straight shooter. He hates the Thraxians, he’s willing to help look after the Farrago while we travel to Thrax, and he’s going to try and sort me out with a new omni-com once we’re on-world. After that, who knows.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure it was that kind of blind faith that has sunk many bounty hunting endeavors over the years, cap,” Rosa said. 
 
    Decker grunted as he swiped and scrolled his way through the levels of thruster propellent, gimbal bearing integrity, and various temperature levels within and around the reactor. Unsurprisingly, everything was well within the green.    
 
    “Everyone suffers at least one bad betrayal in their lifetime, Hawkes,” he said. 
 
    “That sounds about right,” Rosa admitted, eyeing Decker with her left brow slightly raised, “but that doesn’t mean we want to invite one in. Not when we’re heading toward goddam Thrax.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Decker said, “but those betrayals are the common ground that unites us all. The hard, but key, thing to do is not to let it destroy your trust in others when that happens. Don’t let the universe take that from you. You don’t have to trust the Renkiddion, but you can trust me.” 
 
    Rosa smiled. “Well shit, cap,” the purple-haired medic said, “that’s all you needed to say.” She turned back to the control panels in front of her and accessed the reactor settings. “Nav looks good. Course is holding. We’re ready to punch it when you are, Captain Decker.” 
 
    Decker pressed a button by his left thumb and opened the ship-wide comms channel. 
 
    “All right, ladies and gentleman, anyone who doesn’t feel like being welded to a bulkhead find yourselves seated and strap up. We’ll be entering jump-space in one minute. Next stop… Thrax.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Thrax was exactly the kind of industrial shithole planet that Decker would have envisioned, had he ever bothered to spare the required neurological effort to imagine the place. 
 
    His cynicism, on seeing the planet’s surface far below them, when they dropped through the reek of sooty clouds, might have been a little on the harsh side. He had spent the last two weeks since escaping from Dracone pouring over every map and data source on Thrax, trying to give himself every chance of getting off its surface alive. 
 
    All in all, the place was not so different to the dozens of other habitable worlds he had explored. It was, according to the Farrago’s databases, about six times larger than Dracone, giving it a surface area of roughly eight hundred and sixty-eight million square kilometers. The planet was made up of five separate continents, which covered about twenty-three percent of the surface. 
 
    A day lasted almost thirty-two hours, and a year passed in two hundred and fifty-three days around an ancient red sun. Two moons orbited Thrax and, if the perpetual smog clouds had allowed it and the inhabitants had cared for such things, the Thraxians would have enjoyed one of the most exquisite views of the stars anywhere in the Myrmidon System. 
 
    If there had been any species, race, or culture looking to set up a new home planet or expand their empire, Thrax would have been quite the motherlode. It might not have been beautiful, but it was stuffed with resources begging to be mined and made use of. The high concentration of precious resources was a large part of the reason the Thraxians had come as far as they had. 
 
    While it currently held a very limited number of advanced lifeforms, life had certainly found a way to thrive and had, through necessity, been made tough and unyielding.  
 
    The planet’s gravity was twice that of Dracone. This had bred the Thraxians harder, faster, stronger, and more resilient to kinetic damage than almost any other race in the system.  
 
    So far as evolutionary traits went, it would have been hard to pinpoint an environment that had more adequately equipped its already naturally aggressive native race with the tools it required to spread and conquer. 
 
    Mankind might have thought they had written the book on casual cruelty and merciless malice, but that had only been until they had crossed blasters with the Thraxians. In that first bitter confrontation, humanity had realized that they had only been doodling in the back cover of a tome written in blood and ash by the ogre race of Thrax.     
 
    Upon entering the troposphere, the Farrago was hailed by a guttural voice speaking a tongue of such harsh vileness that Decker could only gape and look around for help. 
 
    “I’m guessing those dulcet tones belong to the local lingo,” Rosa said sarcastically, though her smile did not meet her eyes. 
 
    “They’re basically asking us what our purpose is, who is onboard, and why we should be allowed to land on Thrax,” Lorelei said, materializing behind Decker and Rosa on the flight deck. 
 
    “They’re actually asking—demanding, is more the Thraxian style—why they shouldn’t blow us out of the air with one of their surface-to-orbit nuclear shaped charges,” came the voice of the Renkiddion from behind Decker.  
 
    “What’re you talking about, Renkiddion?” Rosa asked. “What the hell is a nuclear shaped charge?” 
 
    “Please, call me Craglin, you fine figure of a human you,” Craglin said, smoothing his broom head-like mustache. 
 
    “You’ll be lucky if I don’t call you Sergeant Asslick for the rest of the time that we’re forced to be around one another,” Rosa growled, her bright blue eyes glinting dangerously as she skewered the little man floating in the hatchway with her gaze. 
 
    “I see,” Craglin said, shaking his head gently from side to side, “I know that you’re threatening me, but I just can’t shake the feeling of arousal that—” 
 
    “Just answer the damn question, Craglin,” Decker growled. He had eased off on the power and now had the Farrago hanging in orbit, as they decided what their next move should be. 
 
    “Well, to the layman they’re basically a fucking big gun that fires a beam of fast, narrow fire at a target,” Craglin said. “It is, essentially, a nuclear directed energy weapon, yeah? Pretty clever bit of gear if I’m being honest with you, especially for a bunch of pricks as thick as the Thraxians are, even if it is slightly dated.” 
 
    “A beam of fire?” Rosa asked, scorn thick in her voice. “That doesn’t sound particularly clever.” 
 
    “It ain’t when you put it like that, darlin’” Craglin said. “When I tell you that that spear of nuclear plasma is traveling quicker than grass through a goose and has a yield of at least a few kilotons, you might admit that it’d be advantageous not to be hit with one—even if it is old tech.” 
 
    Decker sighed. “You’ve been here before, so presumably you must have found a way to get past this antiquated, yet highly lethal, defense system.” 
 
    “Oh yeah, of course,” Craglin said. 
 
    Decker raised his eyebrows at the Renkiddion floating in the doorway. 
 
    “Lorelei,” Decker said evenly, “reinstate artificial gravity.” 
 
    Craglin fell out of the air and thudded on the floor. 
 
    “Nice one,” the small, ginger-headed man said, a little breathlessly. 
 
    “Tell us how to touchdown,” Decker said, reaching down and hauling the little fellow to his feet by the back of his soiled flight suit. 
 
    Craglin brushed himself down and shot Lorelei a glance over shoulder. 
 
    “Get them on the horn, love, and tell them that you are transporting and guarding a Renkiddion tech looking for work,” he said. 
 
    Lorelei brushed a lock of wheat-hued hair behind her ear and considered the little man. 
 
    “You think that will suffice?” she asked. 
 
    “Oh yeah,” Craglin said. “Yeah, the Thraxians won’t be able to resist that. They never can.” 
 
    They were cleared to land, and as the Farrago dropped lower, Decker zoomed in on the landscape below. Steaming lakes, some of which were actually burning with some kind of hellfire; clunky, monstrous machinery with all the aesthetic appeal of a lump hammer or an anvil; a myriad display of almost primitive-looking cybernetic constructs, it all greeted his eye as he and Rosa zoomed in on various aspects of it. 
 
    “Love what they’ve done to the place,” Rosa said, tightening one of the cameras on a block of marching Thraxians headed by a variety of chained beasts that Decker did not recognize. “It’s got that really homely massive military presence kind of vibe, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “Every Thraxian is expected to strive for the good of the whole,” Lorelei said. 
 
    “Individualism does not exist here,” Saavi added. 
 
    “No shit,” Decker muttered. 
 
    As they cruised lower, sweeping around the arm of a huge chain of dark mountains that marched off into the distance, they caught sight of a mammoth edifice that caused Saavi to let out a strangled cry.  
 
    “There!” she said. 
 
    “What?” Decker asked. 
 
    “That building,” Saavi said. “That great hulking fortress set with spikes, radar dishes, and antennae. That is where she is being held.” 
 
    The huge edifice hunkered on the outthrust spur of the mountains, and looked to have been riven out of the very bones of the land. It was constructed or carved out of the same black stone as the hills around it. 
 
    It did not look like the type of place where you’d be invited in for a cold beer and given the grand tour. Rising towers of granite and onyx. Burning yellow windows. Steam coiling from chimneys and conduits like the smoke emanating from a slumbering dragon. Death clung to the place like a shadow. 
 
    “You’re sure that is where your fellow symbiote is being held?” Decker asked, craning  around so that he could see Saavi’s face. 
 
    “Yes,” she said, bobbing her head once. “Yes, I can feel her anguish. Her fear. It is from there that her panic and loneliness and her despair emanates.” 
 
    “Well, that’s a bloody relief,” Craglin said. 
 
    “How so?” Lorelei asked. 
 
    “That there is the Thraxian Imperial Palace,” Craglin said lightly. “It is, you might say, the base of operations for the Thraxian high command—the high command being, in good old-fashioned Thraxian style, the most diabolical bunch of murderous psychopaths on a planet that specializes in them.” 
 
    “I’m failing to spot where there is any relief in your description, friend Craglin,” Saavi said. 
 
    “That’s because I was employing sarcasm, love,” Craglin said. “The Thraxian Imperial Palace is quite literally the most dangerous place on a world. You could not have picked a harder place to crack into if you had tried.” 
 
    Decker puffed out his cheeks. Honestly, he kind of expected something like this. Woe on him for having nurtured foolish optimism to hope otherwise. 
 
    Under Craglin’s instruction, Decker set the Farrago down in a dusty stretch of landing pads away from the sprawling scramble of the Thraxian compound. There didn’t seem to be any order to anything. It looked like when the Thraxians needed something built they built it in the nearest available place. 
 
    Planetary defense stations stood next to acres of warehouses; space traffic control centers were built alongside shipyards and sanitary waste management posts; landing fields dotted vast antenna arrays, fields of solar panels, and power stations. Much of the stink and smoke was coming from absolutely humongous refineries and spacecraft maintenance refitting yards. 
 
    Saavi and Lorelei had assured Rosa and Decker that the atmosphere on Thrax was breathable, if quite polluted.  
 
    “If I were you, which I suppose I am in this case, I’d wear a breather and goggles all the same,” Craglin said. “You’ll be wearing powered shock suits I imagine—or man amplifiers—to deal with the extra grav. May as well attach a mask and goggles too. Better to breathe pure oxygen and disguise your features. Besides, any Thraxians we come across aren’t going to look twice at that kind of gear.” 
 
    “They won’t think it’s out of place, us walking around out there?” Rosa asked. 
 
    “I fuckin’ told you on the trip over, sweetcheeks,” Craglin said, “Thraxians might be a top shelf bunch of bastards, but their one goal is to expand Thrax and make it a galactic power. Quite simply, they don’t have the intellect for that, but unfortunately, they do have enough of the gray matter to identify that they can use their substantial resources to buy the expertise they need.” 
 
    Craglin took a bow. “Hence, why walking around with a Renkiddion will do you no harm whatsoever. While, I’m hoping the same won’t be able to be said for them.” 
 
    It did not take Decker, Rosa, Craglin, and Saavi long to get suited and booted. Even the symbiote got kitted out in a powered shock suit with a matching coilgun to blend in with the others. 
 
    As they took the extendable airlock down to the planet’s surface, Decker put a heavy hand on Craglin’s shoulder. 
 
    “You do have a place in mind, a place where we can find someone to sort me out with an omni-com, don’t you, Craglin?” he asked. 
 
    “I’m going to look like a prize wally if I don’t, ain’t I, mate?” came the crisp reply in Decker’s ear. 
 
    Decker gave the little Renkiddion a meaningfully level look—something which was not easy to do through a pair of adaptive phototropic goggles and with a compact breather covering the lower half of his face.     
 
    “You know, if you fuck us over in any way whatsoever, my first idea is going to be to kill you, right?” Decker said. “And I don’t really want to do that.” 
 
    Craglin met his goggle-gaze and patted Decker as high up on his arm as he could reach. 
 
    “You’ll have no cause to, big fella,” he said. “Us Renkiddions do not lie. I’ve no argument with you. You busted me out of the clink, didn’t you? Can’t say the same for the Thraxians.” 
 
    Outside, heat hit them like a smelter oven. Although the smoggy clouds hung heavy overhead, the sun managed to permeate them with a crimson glow that stained the world red.  
 
    “Jeez!” Rosa said, as all their goggles darkened a shade. 
 
    “Yeah, she’s a bit warm out here,” Craglin said. “Good job we’ve got our bio-suits. Otherwise we’d be sweating like a fat one-legged whore working both sides of the street in no time.” 
 
    “A colorful image,” Saavi noted. 
 
    “Not as colorful as the whore after twenty minutes let me tell you,” Craglin replied. “Now, let’s get moving. I had the captain set us down here for a reason. The place I want to get to ain’t far.” 
 
    They set off through the dusty, red-tinted maze of streets. Even though their bio-suits kept them from overheating, the few patches of skin that were open to the elements began to get scorched. Decker had not walked more than fifty strides before perspiration ran down his scalp and a fine scattering of dust coated his sweaty forehead. 
 
    Thrax was, as Craglin had said, a melting pot of Thraxians, humanity, and other races that were more unfamiliar to Decker. There were tall, spindly merchants wearing long robes over their pale blue forms; muscular women with scaled skin, jewel-bright eyes, and braided black hair; and swaggering male and female space rovers with mismatched gear, which was obviously stolen or pieced together, and elaborate laz-blades displayed proudly at their sides.  
 
    There were, of course, plenty of Thraxians.  
 
    Craglin, the little Renkiddion, looked even absurd when compared to the giant, green-skinned ogres. He carried himself like the lord of the manor though, stumping along and not paying any heed to the baleful yellow eyes following their group. 
 
    Beside three massive Thraxians lounging around a lamp-post, was some kind of animal tied to it; a scruffy, sand-colored canine about the size of a bracer seat. It was hissing, snapping its jaws, and spitting furiously at the trio of guffawing Thraxians, trying to sink its claws into them. 
 
    “What are they…?” Rosa began to say. 
 
    One of the laughing Thraxians ducked in and tried to headbutt the flailing canine. The beast was too fast, lashing out with its forepaws and gashing the giant across his forehead. Black blood landed in the road. The other two Thraxians hooted and jeered as their fellow staggered back, clutching at his bleeding head. 
 
    “They catch those dunehounds and use them for sport,” Craglin said as they walked on. “I’m guessin’ that one has outlived its usefulness in the fighting pits. That game is a favorite amongst the young bulls—the male Thraxians. The aim is to smash in the skull of a dunehound with your own without being blinded in the process.” 
 
    “Rather barbaric,” Saavi noted. 
 
    Decker chuckled darkly. “Not exactly out of place though, is it?” 
 
    “Remember, folks,” Craglin said quietly over their comms channel,  “I know that there might be some of you that are a little less familiar with Thraxians than others, but my advice to you is do not stare. Locking gazes is as good as locking blades on this blood bucket of a world.” 
 
    “Master Craglin is right,” Lorelei said. “Thraxians take any held gaze as a challenge, and it would seem that they enjoy nothing more than being challenged.”  
 
    Decker scanned the streets for potential dangers as they walked through, what felt like, the street leading up to the gates of some kind of hell. The reality of the place was that danger lay everywhere. There wasn’t a patch the goggle-covered eyes of the bounty hunter could land without receiving a stare of such piercing predatory interest or sharp scrutiny that it could have drawn blood. 
 
    “We’re here,” Craglin said, after turning into an alleyway sandwiched between a tinkerer's shop and a brothel. 
 
    Decker came to a slow stop. 
 
    The alleyway was full of the kind of carefully slouching, nonchalant individuals that he recognized as professional tough guys. They might have been Thraxian, but they had the same precisely bored cast to their features as so many individuals in space ports all over the system. These guys were not just lingering around hoping to make someone’s day a misery. They had been stationed in this alleyway for a purpose. 
 
    This, Decker thought, is a place of consequence. 
 
    “Hey, I know this is probably a pretty inopportune moment to be voicing this, cap,” Rosa said, “but don’t these motherfuckers eat human flesh?” 
 
    “Only after battle,” Decker muttered in reply. “It’s more out of ritual than out of any heightened desire for the taste.” 
 
    “Keep tellin’ yourself that, mate,” Craglin grunted. 
 
    Decker watched Craglin as he sauntered up to a large door covered in flaking yellow paint. It was a faintly nauseous color, made no better for the sight of a fat Thraxian dressed in battered armor standing in front of it. A skull hung in a block of clear resin over the entrance. 
 
    A human skull. 
 
    Decker glanced over his shoulder at the two women behind him. Rosa Hawkes was staring at the head above the door. He couldn’t make out much of her features through the goggles and mask, but there was a line etched across her brow. 
 
    Saavi, her coilgun slung over her shoulder in the unmistakable attitude of one who was unfamiliar with such hardware, had her head tilted slightly to the side. She looked like a woman trying to decide whether or not she liked a new and exotic piece of interior décor. 
 
    The tarnished, dented tungsten plate that covered the humanoid’s enormous chest might have come across as not being looked after by some, but Decker knew better. He knew that a Thraxian warrior wore the marks on his battle armor like a badge of honor. The more scrapes, the more dings and scratches, the more conflict they had seen. 
 
    The towering figure watched the group of four through listless yellow eyes, pulling off the bored security guard routine to a T. Decker saw through it though. He recognized a seasoned pro when he saw one.  
 
    Part of the gig was to look like you didn’t give a shit who came in or out. Part of it was to look like an easy target. This invited trouble from those who didn’t know any better. Meant that you got to weed those kinds of folk out early so that there was less chance of disturbances being created inside. 
 
    The Thraxian had a pistol of some description tucked into his belt; a nasty-looking gunmetal gray wedge of death.  Decker knew that was mostly for show though. There was a cudgel leaning on the wall next to where he slouched. The grip was smooth and shiny with much use. Decker made a mental note that, if shit went down, it was to there that the huge humanoid’s hand would reach first. 
 
    Craglin came to a halt in front of the monolithic ogre. “Hey mate, how’s the weather up there?” 
 
    The Thraxian sucked in a long breath through his stub of a nose. “What,” he asked in a voice of guns and thunder, “you want?” 
 
    “What do you think I want, sweetheart?” Craglin replied. “I want to get into this fine establishment known as the Traveler’s Head, don’t I? Same as these other people behind me. Same as every other person who probably comes to stand in front of your ugly mug.” 
 
    “Oh boy, we’re about to watch this dumbass get smeared across the floor like jam scraped over too big a slice of toast, aren’t we?” Rosa said in an awed voice. 
 
    The Thraxian, like experienced bouncers the universe over, peered down at Craglin with a mixture of genial impatience and barely controlled aggression. 
 
    “You’re a funny little shit,” he said. “But, no manners.” 
 
    “Yeah, my dear old mum used to lament for those during the long cold Renkiddion nights,” Craglin said casually. 
 
    The bouncer straightened up a little, giving himself an extra eight inches of loom. 
 
    “You Renkiddion?” he rumbled. 
 
    “That’s right,” Craglin said. 
 
    Decker sensed a heightened interest in the lurkers sprawled around the alleyway. 
 
    “The boss man has been waiting for a Renkiddion to show up,” the bouncer said. “Waiting for a special Renkiddion to show up. Waiting for a special Renkiddion who went back on a bet to show up.” 
 
    Craglin shifted awkwardly on his feet. “Shit, it’s been a bit of a while. I thought your boss would have let that slide after all this time.” 
 
    “Only thing the boss lets slide are sharp things into people that have done him wrong,” the bouncer said. 
 
    “Well, if you’ll let us in, it might be that I can square things with—” Craglin started to stay. 
 
    The bouncer leaned down. His mouth widened, showing a set of yellowed fangs. When he laughed, the stench of his breath was so intense that Decker wouldn’t have been surprised to learn that it had its own consciousness. 
 
    “You stay here, Renkiddion,” the bouncer said. “Boss most likely will want to paint the walls with your blood.” He licked his lips. “But, probably not the walls inside, you see? Maybe these here walls.” He gestured around the alley. 
 
    Decker reached out with his mind. Securing a touch on the Thraxian’s was not hard. His consciousness was not subtle, not layered. It revolved around violence and around the order he had been given by this boss of his not to harm anyone unless provoked or told to do so. It was a scarred mind, wounded and defaced by many traumas. 
 
    In that moment, Decker realized that the Thraxian nation must have been relatively happy, if the majority of its members had brains as straightforward as the big brute guarding the door. They didn’t have to concentrate. They didn’t really even have to think, because each of them had a function with the Thraxian machine. 
 
    All they had to do was be able to remember what their job in the great cause was, and to react to external threats and stimuli in the correct way, in the way they had been ordered to.  
 
    They didn’t miss their brains, or autonomous thought, or individuality, because they had never really had them or needed them. Their heart’s pumped like pistons, their lungs like a pair of mechanical bellows, and their livers and kidneys worked overtime filtering out the poisons of their world. Their mighty muscles and bones protected them so that they could continue to function normally and protect Thrax. 
 
    Apart from that, Decker thought as he looked at the guard, whose face had suddenly gone blanker than the dirty wall he was standing against, all must be peace and quiet in their heads. Until they go to war. 
 
    “You’ll let us in,” Decker said under his breath. “You’ll let us in and you’ll let us be.” 
 
    Saavi had given him a few lessons on this new mentalist ability. The one thing he had taken away was that a mentalist only had to expend as much energy in gaining sway over another’s mind as the mind in question warranted. 
 
    There was no need to use a battering ram on a glass door, just as it was futile to try and use a lock-pick on a door with a gene-lock. It was all about choosing the right tool—the right method of mental infiltration—for the job.  
 
    She had also begun to teach him how he needn’t strain himself during the touching and manipulation of minds. The mind was not a muscle. It was far more powerful than that. 
 
    In return for her expert insight, Decker had given Saavi a few lessons on, well, other areas. Areas which were intimate and sensitive in a different way. 
 
    The Thraxian was drooling now. 
 
    “I let you in,” he growled, echoing Decker’s thoughts of what he should say, “just this once. But you show yourself to boss. Otherwise, there’ll be hell to pay.” 
 
    Craglin was gazing up at the Thraxian bouncer with a look of mute astonishment on his face. 
 
    “You heard him,” Decker growled. He was trying to not concentrate on what he was doing too much, while simultaneously making sure that he kept the connection until they were through the door. 
 
    The addled Thraxian made a grab for the heavy metal handle, managing to get it on the third attempt, and shoved the door open. Strange, braying music flowed out of the gap. 
 
    “Uh, thanks, mate,” Craglin said, obviously still unsure how this result had been achieved. 
 
    The Renkiddion went through the doorway and led them down a flight of stairs burrowing deep into the earth. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 26 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Traveler’s Head was about as basic and medieval a watering hole as one might care to find themselves in. It was lit with a variety of floating light globes, as well as torches burning along the wall. These torches stained the mud-colored walls with soot and wreathed the ceiling in smoke. 
 
    “Stay close to me.” Decker pressed the button on the side of his goggles, and the gentle suction that held them over his eyes was released. He put them in a pocket and pulled his breather down. 
 
    “Wasn’t about to head out on the pull, cap,” Rosa murmured. 
 
    It was a raucous place, filled with all kinds of folk, but mostly Thraxians. Fights broke out and were resolved within moments; sometimes with a grudging clasping of clawed hands and other times with a knife in the eye. There were bodies piled against the walls like discarded coats. Glancing over at the bar, Decker saw drinks being set out that let off a dark, toxic-looking vapor.  
 
    “My advice would be to refrain from imbibing anything until our business is done,” Craglin said. “All too easy to get overly lubricated on the rotgut that this lot serve.” 
 
    “Is that what caused the trouble the gentleman outside was alluding to?” Saavi asked. 
 
    Craglin shot the symbiote a look from under his bushy ginger brows. 
 
    “Could be,” he said. “Could very well be. Let’s not dig that up now though, eh?” 
 
    “This boss, is he the one you’re going to be asking for the omni-com?” Decker asked. 
 
    “Aye? Nah, mate. I’ll be keeping off of that fellas radar if at all possible. Now, shut the fuck up and let’s get this over and done with.” 
 
    They walked through the crush of drinking, fighting, shouting men and women, doing their best not to antagonize anyone. As always in such places, there seemed to be an unwritten rule that if you were going to start something, even if it was over nothing, you were going to be on your own and reap whatever consequences might befall you. 
 
    As Craglin made his way through the press, applying a judicious elbow here and there as required, Decker looked around.  
 
    The smoke and stink was suffocating all on its own, but it was made all the more torrid by the awful music blaring out of one corner of the dimly lit room. This music—and calling it that was taking the word to its absolute limit—was being tortured into existence by a Thraxian three-piece, which was made up of a couple of horn players and a great fat fucker on a set of bongos. 
 
    “I didn’t know Thraxian’s went in for music,” Decker muttered. 
 
    “It’s not music in truth,” Saavi told him, leaning in so that he could feel her warm, spicy breath on his face. “They are playing war chants, marching rhythms, and other jolly ditties of that nature.” 
 
    “The lass is right,” Craglin said. “Look at the state of those bastards playing. They’ve got three eyes, five legs, and five arms between them. No longer fit for fighting, so they found something to make themselves useful. Clever for Thraxians. Officer material, if they hadn’t been so careless with their appendages. Loafers and scroungers last about as long here as you’d expect an icicle to.” 
 
    Decker tugged at the collar of his bio-suit out of habit. The oppressive surroundings were getting to him a little. He could feel his temper shortening with every shove he took in the back. Every sense was under assault in the Traveler’s Head, as if just being there was a test of sorts. 
 
    Needless to say, the majority of the subterranean tavern was filled with the big, burly bodies of bruisers, who were topped with the kinds of wits that could have fit in a fifty-caliber gauss round shell, and hair-trigger tempers. 
 
    It was not long before Decker spied someone at the back of the room, someone that made him reach down and grab Craglin by the shoulder. The Thraxian sat in some kind of cordoned off section of the Traveler’s Head with a handful of guards dotted around him. 
 
    He was big—big even for a Thraxian—with insanely muscular arms that looked to have been carved from jade. His larger tusks, the ones that would have passed for cuspids on a human, were capped with copper.  
 
    He was gesticulating expansively and grinning around with that special smile that only the most dangerous killers have the knack for wearing. There was no bravado in the look. His eyes gazed around the room like he owned the place. 
 
    Decker had a feeling that he probably did.  
 
    “Who’s that?” he asked the Renkiddion. 
 
    “Uh, in case you hadn’t noticed, mate, I’m less than four fucking feet tall,” Craglin replied. “I am currently inhabiting a fragrant world of shins, kneecaps, and other less visually appealing body parts.” 
 
    Decker covered his mouth as if coughing to ensure that he would most definitely not be overheard. “Huge Thraxian in the back corner. Roped off area. He’s got his tusks capped. His armor looks like it’s been used as target practice on a coilgun range, it’s so bent and battered.” 
 
    Craglin’s eye twitched. “That sounds very much like Mauhul you’re describing there.” 
 
    “And who’s he?” 
 
    “Bad news is what he is,” Craglin said, with unusual earnestness. 
 
    “Ah, so he’s the one that’d like to make a couch pillow out of you, is he?” Rosa chipped in. 
 
    “I do, to some degree, owe him,” the Renkiddion admitted. 
 
    “He’s the one who’s going to help us,” Decker said, with a certainty that he knew as instinctively as anything he had ever felt before. 
 
    “No, I told you, Decker, the communicator—” Craglin started to say hotly. 
 
    “I’m not talking about the communicator, Renkiddion,” Decker snarled. “You said that you could get me a communicator, and I believe you.” He lowered his voice then, so that even with the tooth-mounted mic it might have been a bit of a strain for the Renkiddion to hear him in the crowded room. “But, after seeing that goddamn place that we have to get into, it struck me as obvious that we need on-planet help. We’re going to need a safe way into the Imperial Palace—and, in my experience, it is in these sorts of disreputable shitholes that you find the individuals capable of figuring out how such a thing might be achieved.” 
 
    “For a hefty price, I might add,” Craglin said. 
 
    “There’s always a cost, Craglin,” Decker growled, slapping the little man on the shoulder. “And that cost of a thing, no matter what it is, usually boils down to be the same, whether in the immediate future or the long term.” 
 
    “Life is what the captain means, shortass,” Rosa said. “The cost is life, in some way, shape or form.” 
 
    “Keep out of sight and go get that communicator sorted while I talk to this big swinging dick, Mauhul.” 
 
    Under his ridiculous semi-circular thatch of hair, Craglin looked a little nervous at that pronouncement. 
 
    “Captain Decker,” he said, “with all the respect due to a man who busted me out of the jail and then flew like you did, I have to tell you that you don’t know who Mauhul is.” 
 
    Decker shrugged. “Maybe not, but I know his type.” 
 
    “The Thraxians, being the militaristic nation that they are, don’t put up with what us more civilized and open-minded folk might call organized crime. Mauhul though, he runs just about everything that happens in this district of Thrax. That’s impressive in of itself, amongst a population of beings who are only one wrong look away from hauling off with the nearest blunt object, but to somehow stay alive when those in power must surely know what he is up to…” 
 
    Decker gave the little man a look that could bend steel. “I appreciate you’re trying to deter me, Renkiddion, but I just don’t have the time for that shit right now.” 
 
    A spark of respect shone briefly in the short man’s eyes as he gazed up at Decker, ignoring the jostling all around them. 
 
    “One word of advice, Decker?” he said. 
 
    “Make it quick.” 
 
    “Get to the point with Mauhul. Don’t beat around the bush. Thraxians see it as a sign of weakness, and they don’t deal with pussies.” 
 
    Decker nodded his thanks. “Go do your job, I’ll do mine, and hopefully we can meet up afterward with all our limbs still attached.” 
 
    “I hope so,” Craglin replied, nodding in the direction of the three-piece band he couldn’t see, but were still making one hell of a din, “because I can’t carry a tune to save my fucking life, mate.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 27 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You want my help, human?” Mauhul rumbled, speaking the galactic common tongue with a guttural accent  and poking Decker in the shoulder with a finger the size of a salami. “Why should I help you, eh? I think you might not be all there in the head, eh?” 
 
    Decker was standing in front of the huge Thraxian crime boss and doing his best not to appear intimidated. Staunch as he was, and as hardened to the usual tactics of wannabe badasses the system over, it was hard not be overawed by a being whose head scraped the ceiling nine feet above.  
 
    “That’s right,” he said, striving to straddle that line between respectful and confident, intelligent and humble. “My friends and I are hoping to pull a job, but we need someone with your influence and know-how to help us get into the place we’re looking to get into. Thrax is not known very well to us.” 
 
    Mauhul’s chuckle reminded Decker of underground lava domes bubbling. His bodyguards laughed along like all good sycophants. 
 
    “What do you know about Thrax, human?” Mauhul asked, poking Decker in the other shoulder, harder this time. 
 
    A muscle in Decker’s temple twitched, but when he spoke, his voice was calm. 
 
    “I know it’s a fucking sweat-box that stays at one hundred and twenty-five degrees all year round, except when the solar flares show up and it gets even hotter,” he said. 
 
    Mauhul laughed. His cronies laughed along with him. The joint sound was like the slow slide of a ton of gravel falling into a quarry; hard, stony, and unfriendly. 
 
    Mauhul clapped Decker on his shoulder with enough force that if he had not been wearing his powered shock suit, what with the double gravity, his legs would have buckled. 
 
    “There’s a story that circulates the docks and seedier drinking establishments on Thrax,” the crime boss said, “that speaks of a particular rotten bastard who died in his cell. This rotten bastard died while waiting to be sent out to the square to get the chop-chop, eh? Lucky fuck, if you ask me. He stabbed an enemy in the back and killed them. Big no-no. Anyway, this rotten worm, he goes to the hottest corner of the low-low, of the afterlife, eh, as is natural for his sins—but he sends a radio message back the very next day. You know what he is asking for?” 
 
    Decker managed to shrug with his lips. 
 
    “His blanket,” Mauhul said. 
 
    Decker grinned humorlessly and snorted. “That sounds about right.” 
 
    The huge Thraxian sat down heavily on the couch he had been occupying and motioned for Decker to sit in front of him. 
 
    “I must decide whether I should kill you, or not,” he said. “So, you tell me what you want from me.” 
 
    Decker nodded once and then said, “I’m planning a heist on the Imperial Palace.” 
 
    Mauhul sat back on his couch. He reached for a bucket-sized tumbler and drained the eye-watering concoction. He set the tumbler down and leaned forward, fixing Decker with an eye more conniving and evil than any that Decker could remember coming across before. 
 
    “Funny, you don’t look cracked to me,” he said, his voice coming out as slick and sweet as honeyed eels. “But, I guess you think many Thraxians are crazy, eh?” 
 
    Decker felt himself tensing. He knew that he was standing on a tightrope over the pits of hell. One slip, and he was done. He did note, however, that there was a glint of interest in the depths of those piss-yellow eyes opposite him. He decided to take a stab in the dark, which was fitting seeing as what awaited him if he was wrong. 
 
     “But you’re going to help me, right?” he asked. 
 
    “Maybe,” Mauhul grunted. “Depend what’s in it for me.” 
 
    “All I want is to take a single asset out from the Imperial Palace, wherever a prisoner might be held. Apart from that, you can take whatever you like, or name your price.” 
 
    Mauhul’s eyes shone with undisguised avarice. 
 
    “Name a price, eh?” he said slowly. “You know, the Thraxian king—King Kalatox —he’s been hoarding wealth for almost one hundred and twenty years, and his vault is said to contain trillions of credits, hm.” 
 
    Decker’s face didn’t move. 
 
    “If I help you, human, then most of the vault’s contents will be mine, eh?” Mauhul said. 
 
    “I told you,” Decker said, “I’m only after a specific asset. Anything on top of that is just a bonus. If you want the money, or whatever the fuck else is in there, then you have a deal.” 
 
    “Just like that?” Mauhul asked. 
 
    “Just like that. Thrax is dangerous enough without playing games. I’m telling you the truth. You get us,” and Decker gestured to Rosa and Saavi, “and one of our other companions inside the Imperial Palace, and the loot is yours.” 
 
    Mauhul sat back again. Idly, his hand went to the haft of a primitive hatchet—as big as an axe in Decker’s hands it would have been—and carressed it. 
 
    “You don’t fear death, eh, human?” he said. 
 
    Decker gave the Thraxian one of his textbook half shrugs. 
 
    “I fear pain,” he said. “But death… Fearing death is like fearing the dark. It’s a fear of the unknown. I’m a bounty hunter. An explorer. A fucking wanderer of the Myrmidon System. I don’t fear the edges of the map. I live there.” 
 
    The crime boss gazed a moment longer at Decker. Then, he gestured to one of his flunkies. The Thraxian disappeared through a curtain at the back of the private alcove, and then emerged dragging a metal chest behind him. 
 
    When the chest had been deposited beside him, Mauhul reached over and opened it. Inside  were a pile of ridiculously garish costumes. 
 
    The crime boss grinned, his copper-capped tusks winking in the flickering light of the torches. 
 
    “You come at an opportune moment, human fly-boy,” he rumbled. “It’s King Kalatox’s big important birthday celebration tomorrow night, eh? Every Thraxian worth his blood and iron is goin’ to be there.” His eyes flicked over Decker’s shoulders to take in the statuesque forms of Rosa and Saavi. “There’ll be much entertainment from on-world and off, you see?” 
 
    “I see,” Decker said. 
 
    “So, you and yours, you gonna go sneaky-sneaky and infiltrate the Imperial Palace as entertainment to get inside, eh?” Mauhul said. 
 
    Decker nodded. “And the vault?” 
 
    The Thraxian crime boss cracked his knuckles nonchalantly with a sound like the back-firing of a sand-runner’s engine. “Me and mine, we have been looking into this for some time. Like I tell you, human, you coming to me, it’s meant to be, maybe. I have someone, one of mine, inside the vault who will help you once you get there.” 
 
    Decker motioned toward the trunk full of costumes. Mauhul nodded. 
 
    As Decker started pulling out the clothing and handing it to Saavi and Rosa, Mauhul leaned forward once more and hooked one finger into the edge of his shock suit armor, pulling him close. 
 
    “Remember, fly-boy,” he said conversationally, “you do anything other than what you say you do, then you and all yours are dead. You back out now, you and all yours are dead. You not leave this place as soon as job done, then—” 
 
    “I get it,” Decker said, looking pointedly down at the green finger holding him. 
 
    Mauhul chuckled and released the bounty hunter. Decker straightened up. 
 
    “You burn like fire, human,” he said, and there was something like approval in his tone. “You are a survivor. An adventurer, eh? Just you think though, all adventures are shit until they are over. Before then, they are just fear. Fear you got to kill, afore the fear kill you.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 28 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I look bloody ridiculous,” Craglin grumbled. 
 
    “Well, if it’s any consolation, shortass, you do look absolutely fucking ridiculous,” Rosa Hawkes said in a syrupy sweet voice. 
 
    “Once again, I know you’re giving me shit, but a part of my soul can’t fail to be mightily aroused by it,” Craglin said, plucking at the heavily altered, but still very baggy, costume that Decker, Saav,i and Rosa had been supplied by Mauhul. 
 
    Rosa laughed and shook her head. “You’re something else, Renkiddion.” 
 
    “Thanks very much,” Craglin replied. 
 
    Rosa, Craglin, and Decker were dressed in baggy outfits of off-white light emitting fabric that was bedecked with more sequins and woven optical fiber than Decker had ever seen in his life. It was, or so Lorelei had told them when they had returned to the Farrago, the classic attire of the famed troubadours of Thigretis. Decker had wondered briefly what had happened to the original owners of the costumes, but then had decided that he’d rather not know. 
 
    “We may look like a bunch of clowns,” Decker said, “but at least under all this shit we can wear our shock suits and carry a few discreet weapons.” 
 
    “I still think that I should come with you.” Saavi was as composed as symbiotes usually were, but there was a thread of steely discontent running through her words. 
 
    “I understand, but the risk is too great.” Decker pointed at himself and Rosa. “This is what we do. We find things—individuals—that either don’t want to be found or are being hidden. Lorelei is paying us to do this, and we’re doing it our way. That means you stay here. The whole reason we’re doing this, why Rosa and I took this job is—” 
 
    “Because of the vast sum of credits and the rewards beyond price you have been promised?” Saavi cut in. 
 
    ”Well, yeah, because of the money,” Decker said, unabashed. “We’re bounty hunters. But the reason that we’re doing this, the objective that Lorelei tasked us with when first we met, is to try and gather the seven remaining symbiotes. It’s all for nothing if we go in there and you get captured or killed.” 
 
    “It’s over before it’s really started,” Rosa said. 
 
    “And what of the short one?” Saavi asked in her solemn voice, nodding at Craglin. 
 
    “He’s coming with us,” Decker said. “He might be useful. He did manage to come through with this after all.” He tapped the new omni-com on his wrist. 
 
    “Yeah, and you know there are plenty of other adjectives you could use other than short,” Craglin said. 
 
    “Yeah, like fat or portly… or bald,” Rosa said, checking the mechanism on her cryopistol. “Which one do you prefer over short, Red?” 
 
    Craglin glanced over at the purple-haired woman as she stowed her pistol under the baggy robes. “Shit, you can call me whatever you like, darlin’.” 
 
    “Foolish,” Rosa said. “Let’s hope you live to regret that one.” 
 
    There was a wind blowing up when Decker, Rosa, and Craglin stepped down onto the docking pad. Decker hit the panel on the extendable airlock, then checked his omni-com. Even without the map on his wrist, he would have known which way to go. Crowds were flowing in one way and one way only. 
 
    Dust hissed against the baggy robes that the trio wore. It spiraled around them like whirling dervishes, orange and red, pattering against the goggles that once more shielded their eyes. 
 
    “All right,” Decker said, “I suppose we better get going. Wouldn’t want to be those guys who are late to the party, would we?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Spirits amongst Thraxians were high, fighting, and drinking rife. Decker and his companions had to step over multiple bodies as they wended their way through the dust-blown streets.  
 
    Decker did not bother with trying to remember the route they were taking to the Imperial Palace. He had a freshly configured omni-com now, locked to his DNA profile, and he would use that when hopefully all four of them made their escape. 
 
    Formal, select, and elite gathered within the Imperial Palace, while the extensive Palace grounds were open to those Thraxians of a certain military rank, along with hundreds of other less carefully selected folk who had done enough to merit a celebration at the King’s expense.  
 
    Before long, Decker, Craglin, and Rosa were funneled into a procession of entertainers , servants, and cooks, as well as a few teams of off-planet security. 
 
    “You seeing that?” Rosa asked as they walked past one such team of stern-faced men and women. 
 
    “I see them,” Decker said. “I guess that means King Kalatox really is playing nice, if he’s inviting dignitaries from off-world.” 
 
    “Not the usual Thraxian way,” Craglin noted. “Unless, he’s planning to poison a bunch of ‘em. That would be the usual Thraxian way.” 
 
    “Maybe that’s why our buddy Mauhul has been planning to make a move on the king,” Decker mused. “Maybe he doesn’t like the fact that this Thraxian ruler could be said to be attempting the whole diplomatic thing.” 
 
    “Let’s not get bogged down with politics,” Rosa said. 
 
    “Yeah, you start getting mixed up in politics, and the next thing you know, you’re thinking like one of the slimy buggers,” Craglin said. “Thinking you know everything, but really knowing sweet fuck-all.” 
 
    “Not a fan of politicians, Craglin,” Decker said. “Big surprise.” 
 
    Craglin plucked at the front of his robes as they shuffled through an imposing gate arch, flanked by Thraxians sentries. “Rather be a clown than a fucking politician, mate. Snazzier outfits, and you get to stand on the moral high ground.”   
 
    They entered an open parade ground flanked on one side by the sheer, black stone rising bulk of the Imperial Palace. Up this close, free of the smog that swathed it like a shawl from a distance, the edifice appeared even more impregnable.  
 
    Decker fought down the feeling in his gut that this was only going to end one way, and it probably wasn’t going to be a way that he would enjoy. He steeled himself by thinking over the handful of other jobs he’d had with worse odds of success. For all the pomp and ceremony, the palace was just another fortress that needed cracking. So long as he and the other two hadn’t been hung out to dry by Mauhul, they could pull this off. 
 
    Overhead, drones skimmed over the crowds; dozens of digital eyes scanning the milling throngs of revelers and workers, using facial recognition software to pick out any known threats. They would have been hampered by the plethora of different masks, breathers, and goggles that the non-Thraxian members of the crowd wore, but just their presence was enough to put Decker on edge. Doubtless that was their primary function. 
 
    The three troubadours joined a line heading through yet another gate and into a long globe-lit corridor that, presumably, led inside the palace. 
 
    Marching under the skirts of such a vast and rocky monolithic structure gave Decker the uncomfortable feeling of being buried alive. His mind skipped back to the Farrago, an image of the armory on the bottom level of the space-cruiser filling his mind’s eye. 
 
    Focus, Decker told himself sternly. There’s no point worrying yourself with all the shit you haven’t got. Just recognize what you do have and figure out how to use it to your advantage. 
 
    As they followed the line of servants and entertainers through an arch, Thraxian guards waved radiation dosimeters and chem-signifiers over them, scanning for such party gifts as toxins and portable nukes.  
 
    From there, the three troubadours were led, with a distinct lack of messing around, which Decker was beginning to feel was part and parcel of the Thraxian way of life, into a large banquet hall. 
 
    “We are inside,” he said quietly. 
 
    “That’s a copy, Decker,” Lorelei said. “Good luck.” 
 
    Various dignitaries and important figures hobnobbed inside the hall. Most of them were Thraxian, but some, according to Rosa, were real galactic celebrities. 
 
    Rosa nudged Decker’s elbow as they made their way through the hall, now with their masks and goggles stowed away. 
 
    “What?” Decker asked, bowing in an elaborate fashion to a group of short men with nut-brown eyes and proud faces. 
 
    “See that woman over there?” Rosa said. “The tall blonde with the ornate body armor that has been buffed to a high sheen for this occasion.” 
 
    Decker looked through the crowd. Next to him, Craglin had started juggling, using some pastries that he had picked up from a nearby table. 
 
    “I see her,” he said, identifying the heavily built woman that Rosa was talking about. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure that she is the commissioner of the Galactic Watch Committee,” Rosa said. “Commissioner Briggs is her name, I think.” 
 
    Decker’s eyebrows rose. The Galactic Watch was a galaxy-wide security force founded fifty years before. It had been started by a host of the Myrmidon System’s more powerful nations in an attempt to control or subdue crime throughout the system.  
 
    The overall goal of the GWC was to bring the various criminal guilds to heel, while ensuring that no one nation had a monopoly over galactic law enforcement. Each nation participating in the GWC program supplied it with an untold number of credits per year. This provided the Galactic Watch Committee a budget that put many of the planetary nations to shame. 
 
    “Interesting,” Decker said. Something in the back of his head was worrying at his attention, like it was trying to tell him that there was something he should be seeing here. 
 
    Before he could examine that avenue of thought though, a pastry whistled past his nose and there was a polite round of clapping from the small assembly of onlookers who had gathered about himself, Rosa, and the recently juggling Craglin. 
 
    As the small crowd of party guests dispersed, Decker hissed to the Renkiddion, “You’ve juggled before?” 
 
    “Never,” Craglin replied, replacing two of the slightly squashed and dilapidated pastries onto a table and cramming the third into his mouth. 
 
    “Then how did you know how to do it?” Rosa muttered as she swayed and shook her hips like a snake caught in an earthquake. It was a technique that transfixed Decker’s attention, let alone those of the drinking partygoers who were clustering around. 
 
    “I dunno. It’s just easy, isn’t it?” the Renkiddion said in a blasé voice. “It’s all just about making sure the correct pastry is in the correct space at the correct time, isn’t it? So you just make sure it is. I like juggling. Very metaphorical. Very helpful in day-to-day life, I reckon.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, let’s hope that it aids us in getting done what we need to get done,” Decker said. “Come on, let’s keep moving.” 
 
    They continued through the packed hall, stopping every once in a while when a troop of Thraxian guards marched past, using the chattering, babbling audience as cover. Besides them, many other entertainers dotted the hall; contortionists, an instrumentalist in each corner, cybertronic wrestlers fighting until the first hydraulic fluid was spilled, and a small troop of thespians acting out key moments in the Myrmidon System’s past against a holographic backdrop on the far wall. 
 
    The small team had no real idea as to which way they should go to find the king’s vault.  
 
    Saavi had come up with a theory that the mind link would be enough for her to zone in on the missing symbiote, so long as Decker was in vaguely the right geographic location. This meant that he had to keep moving and cover as much area as he could so that Saavi might triangulate where the third symbiote’s pain was emanating from.  
 
    “This is so fucking weird,” Craglin said bluntly as they waded through the dense throng, searching for some hint as to which way they should go next. “It doesn’t make a lick of sense.” 
 
    “What doesn’t?” Rosa murmured, sashaying and twirling past a group of stern-looking men with hoods pulled up over their heads. 
 
    “Thraxians don’t go in for this sort of shit,” Craglin said. “The closest they get to culture are the pit fights to the death. Sometimes a bit of public torture if they capture a spy or something, but nothing like this. I wonder what the bloody hell that inflated gas-bag thinks he’s up to.” 
 
    At this rather unflattering mention of the ogre responsible for throwing this little soirée, Decker got his first look at the monarch who had ruled Thrax for over one hundred and twenty years. 
 
    King Kalatox was huge, though his vastness could be attributed mostly to his colossal waistline rather than his height. That was not to say that he was, in any way, whatsoever, a weakling.  
 
    Decker had seen plenty of rough and tough bounty hunters make the mistake of thinking that, just because someone looked like they had been fashioned out of ham, that they were weak. On the contrary, some of the strongest men Decker knew might have been incorrectly sorted into the jolly fat guy category—Tyk Allbeard being a case in point. 
 
    His head was wide and flowed down onto his massive chest in waves of chins. His face was as cruel and proud as an eagle’s, and filled with twice as much cunning. Silver rings glinted in his nose and his ears, as well as down the length of his flabby jowls. His skin was ashier than any Thraxian Decker had so far seen, which the bounty hunter attributed to the king’s ripe age. 
 
    His arms were bare, but he wore Thraxian battle armor that was not only dented, scratched, and streaked with carbon scoring, but also pitted and corroded all along one side. This coincided with some truly brutal scarring down his right arm. 
 
    “Looks like he’s been in the wars,” Decker murmured, letting his gaze drift away so as not to draw attention to himself. 
 
    “What d’you expect?” Craglin replied. “You think he got to where he is by going through the whole ridiculous process of allowing a bunch of the more oppressed Thraxians the opportunity, once every few years, to decide on which particular representative of the oppressing class is to represent and repress them? Fuck no, he killed his way to the top. Killed everyone who got in his way. Then he killed the former king. That’s the Thraxian way, Captain Decker.” 
 
    “Not so much death and glory, but death is glory?” Decker said. 
 
    “You got it, so long as it’s not your death,” Craglin said. 
 
    For the next half an hour or so, the three of them wandered the hall. Instinctively, they avoided the area where the guards were heaviest, where King Kalatox and his cronies, and the delegations of numerous other planets were congregated. 
 
    Rosa continued to dance and beguile the party guests. Craglin continued with his juggling routine, using his short stature, girth, and ridiculous hair to get away with quaffing unattended beakers of spirits and eating snacks, while drawing laughs like it was all part of his act. Decker, who was more adept at breaking ribs than tickling them, fell back to recycling a bunch of old sleight of hand tricks that Tyk Allbeard had taught him when they were both younger, more hopeful men. 
 
    After a while, caught in the eddies of the crowd, Decker found himself approaching the cordoned off area that had been designated for the king and those select ambassadors and sycophants he deemed worthy to share his space. 
 
    Decker had just realized where his companions and he were heading, and was looking for a smooth way that they could turn around and head back into the mix of merrymakers, when Saavi let out a gasp through the comms channel. 
 
    “There,” she said. 
 
    “There?” mumbled Decker. “What do you mean ‘there’?” 
 
    “Wherever you are, I just got a flash, a pulse, of distress,” Saavi said. “No, not just distress… Of anguish.” 
 
    “Decker, your omni-com has been giving out very faint lidar signals ever since you entered the king’s compound,” Lorelei said. 
 
    “What? Are you nuts?” Decker hissed. “They’ll have anti-surveillance arrays working overtime in here. If they figure out that—” 
 
    “Do not fret,” came the blonde symbiote’s sanguine reply. “Such sensors will not be triggered by such minute outputs as the program I have running on your omni-com. Most of the off-world delegates have highly sophisticated blocking software running as it is. No one is going to notice the faint bursts of lidar your unit is loosing. I was careful to ensure that the pulses match those of trackers that are part and parcel of most standard anti-kidnapping trackers, which I believe the majority of the more important guests at this function will likely be wearing.” 
 
    “You think of everything, huh?” Decker said sarcastically through gritted teeth. 
 
    “I have direct access to a computer core holding three and a half million petabytes of data and running at over five-thousand kiloquads per second,” Lorelei replied lightly. “I would like to think that I am able to hypothesize many helpful scenarios.” 
 
    “Are you smiling right now?” Decker said accusingly. 
 
    Lorelei laughed.    
 
    “Right, so I assume you have been using lidar to map the immediate area?” Decker said. 
 
    “Yes,” Lorelei said, “and the lidar telemetry is telling me that, about thirty yards along the wall to your right, there is a door that leads into a corridor that loops around and which should take you in the direction that Saavi is indicating our fellow symbiote is being held.” 
 
    “And from there?” Decker asked, holding his hands out in a ‘ta-da!’ kind of way, as Craglin managed to toss up a selection of canapes in an astounding arc and catch them in one hand before stuffing them into his mouth, all to cheers from the handful of onlookers. 
 
    “The lidar pings amidst all that stone, at the frequency I can safely deploy them without arousing suspicion, do not have the strength to tell us that,” Lorelei said. “The three of you will have to move on. Until then, Saavi and I cannot harden the target.” 
 
    “Copy that,” Decker said. 
 
    Rosa had already started leading the way in the direction. Decker followed. He felt like a bumbling idiot, trailing along behind the beautiful elfin medical officer, but then maybe that helped their troubadour threesome’s look. They were all dressed in the same lit-up, baggy costumes, but to those watching them, they also had the sexy female, the token dwarf, and the blundering magician. 
 
    The doorway was a large double-door affair, which looked like it led to the kitchens or some other such room, for there was a lot of coming and going. 
 
    It was amazing how a ridiculous costume and a slightly beleaguered expression could get you past a pair of eight-foot guards. 
 
    “We need to get changed for act two,” Rosa said in a commanding voice, as Decker and Craglin tried to look like a couple of highly stressed creatives being put through the artistic wringer behind her. “Where’s the best for us to strip off?” 
 
    For a moment, the towering guards subjected them to looks of intense distrust. Then, when Rosa stamped her foot with impatience rather than quail, one of them said, “Down the bottom of the corridor. You’ll see the kitchen. Change there. Nowhere else or…” and he drew one of his three thick fingers across his throat and grinned. 
 
    “Charming,” Rosa said. “I don’t suppose there’s any chance of us getting something to eat and drink, is there?” 
 
    The other guard rumbled a low warning growl in his throat, and Decker feared Rosa had pushed her luck too far. 
 
    “Ah, forget it then, we’ll scrounge something when we’re out there, then,” Rosa said testily. “Lord Dexane might not be so pleased to hear how his favorite troubadours were ignored, but we all make sacrifices in the name of our crafts, do we not?” 
 
    The growling guard looked completely at the cosmic horizon with this one. Decker imagined the closest he’d ever gotten to the word ‘art’ was while letting off a fart. 
 
    Rosa strode off down the corridor before either of the sentries on the door could get another word in. 
 
    “You two,” she called back to Decker and Craglin, “with me.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am!” Craglin called, scurrying after the retreating back of the gorgeous woman as fast as his stumpy legs would carry him. 
 
    As they hurried down the stone passage, Decker muttered, “Who the fuck is Lord Dexane?” 
 
    “Not a clue, I made him up on the spot,” Rosa replied out of the corner of her mouth. “Now, let’s hurry and find this damn missing symbiote.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 29 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The troubadour team-cum-rescue squad hustled along the stone corridors of the Imperial Palace.  
 
    Working together, the two symbiotes on the ship, using a combination of mentalism and technology, guided the team in real-time through a labyrinth of passages and corridors. They still ran the risk of running into an unexpected Thraxian patrol, but with the thermal imaging, this likelihood was somewhat negated. 
 
    “I’ve got to tell you, cap, I was a little dubious about this gig when you first mentioned it,” Rosa said, while they paused briefly and waited for Lorelei and Saavi to decide which way they were to take next. 
 
    “Hell, I’m still a little dubious about it right now,” Decker grunted. 
 
    “If I’m being truthful,” Rosa said, “I just didn’t think this kind of mission was… Well, I didn’t really believe it was your style.” 
 
    “My style?” 
 
    “Your forte, you know?”    
 
    Decker snorted softly, checking his thermal readout and seeing that it was clear. 
 
    “It’s not like I ever doubted your skills, cap,” Rosa said quickly. “Shit, you fought and flew us out of more scrapes than I care to think about—and you always got our target when you could, with minimal loss of life to our boys and girls. That’s a trait that’s rare in our game.” 
 
    “Being rare doesn’t make it a good thing, Hawkes,” Decker said. 
 
    “Depends on what way you look at it, don’t it?” Craglin butted in. 
 
    “Zip it, short-ass,” Rosa said, though without any real venom. 
 
    Craglin grinned and went back to twirling his mustache and watching his omni-com. 
 
    “Little motherfucker’s right though,” Rosa said, pushing her shiny mauve hair back from her forehead. “What I meant was though, cap, was that I never really took you for a man that cared about the reason someone wanted to pay us to do a job, only that they were willing to pay us, you see what I’m saying?” 
 
    “Yeah, I see what you’re saying.” Decker rubbed at his jaw. The hiss of skin on stubble was loud in the silence of the echoing corridor. “I suppose… Shit, I don’t know. Maybe I just thought it might be a nice change putting our asses on the line for something more than just a paycheck for once.” 
 
    Rosa cleared her throat. Decker met her startlingly blue eyes and smiled his half smile. 
 
    “Yeah, all right, maybe I thought it might be nice putting our asses on the line for something as well as a paycheck—” 
 
    “A big fucking paycheck,” Rosa amended, returning Decker’s smile with a crooked one of her own. 
 
    “All right, all right, I thought it might be nice for putting our asses on the line for something as well as a bigass paycheck for once,” Decker finished. 
 
    Rosa chuckled to herself and put a hand on Decker’s forearm. It was, in the midst of all that tension and with a potential horrific death hanging over them, an oddly intimate gesture. 
 
    “We are almost there,” Lorelei said in the trio’s ears. “There is an energy flux ahead which is playing havoc with the lidar. Wait just a few moments more.” 
 
    “Take your time, love, take your time,” Craglin said. “Ain’t like we’re up to our eyebrows in shit if we’re stumbled upon back here or anything.” 
 
    There was a soft grunt of pain, as Decker gave the Renkiddion a sharp kick on his shin.  
 
    “Honestly, if I had thought of you doing something like this—helping out a race of people almost entirely erased from the galaxy by the Thraxian war machine—I would have seen it differently,” Rosa said. 
 
    “Differently how?” Decker asked. 
 
    He could tell Rosa was talking as a way to purge herself of her nerves, and so he let her. The fact that he also very much liked the sound of her voice, not to mention the sensation of her touch on his arm, also played a part in his willingness to let her chatter quietly on. 
 
    “I would have seen you more as the cynical old former hero, retired because he’s become sick of everyone else’s shit, only to be pulled back out of seclusion for one last job,” Rosa said, narrowing her eyes as she grinned and tapped her chin thoughtfully, as if she was coming up with a wholly imaginative and non-hackneyed scenario. 
 
    “You’ve been watching too many fucking fiction reels, Hawkes,” Decker said, giving her a playful cuff on the jaw. “That’s not me. That’s not even how that would play out in real life.” 
 
    “No?” 
 
    “Nah, Decker’s right,” Craglin said, scratching at the ginger hair on the back of his head and sending a cascading snow storm of dandruff over the shoulders of his baggy costume. “Reality ain’t like that. Reality would be more like the retired hero being guilt-tripped back into whatever nefarious game he left, only to realize that the idealistic platitudes being chucked his way by the pricks who he came back to help are just that.” 
 
    Decker raised his eyebrows. He might’ve been tempted to say that the little Renkiddion was speaking from experience the way his face was turning a darker and darker shade of puce. 
 
    “What’s more, he’d come to the fairly speedy realization that he’d actually been building a far healthier life for himself than the one he’d left behind” Craglin continued. “However, pricks being pricks, the buggers who manipulated him out of peaceful seclusion would most likely just not leave the poor devil alone. They might start getting a little bit fucking creepy about it, a little more cultish and unscrupulous about having him help ‘em. So yeah, next thing you ruddy well know, the poor retired son of a bitch has taken up his coilgun once more—only not in the way that the pricks had in mind, but rather to make them get the fuck off his back and leave him and his the fuck alone.” 
 
    Craglin took a steadying breath, licked his lips, and sniffed. 
 
    “Now, in this realistic, but completely apocryphal, scenario, the surviving pricks who’d had the audacity to disturb the poor retired bloke would retreat. They would whine, as they crawled away and licked their wounds, about how he could’ve done something good, but instead was so fuckin’ mean.” 
 
    The sudden silence left by Craglin was broken by Lorelei. 
 
    “Uh, we have a rough course plotted if you’re ready,” she said. 
 
    The Renkiddion blinked and looked up at Rosa and Decker, both of whom were looking at him with their mouths slightly agape. 
 
    “Anything else?” Decker asked. 
 
    Craglin blinked and cleared his throat. He looked down at his omni-com and then up at Decker. He looked a little guilty. 
 
    “Uh, yeah,” he said. “Sorry.” 
 
    “What’re you sorry for?” Rosa asked. 
 
    “We’ve got company,” Craglin replied. 
 
    The Thraxian guards marched around the corner. The three of them grunted and snarled at one another in the savage Thraxian native tongue.  
 
    Each had an axe haft slung over their shoulders, though none of the weapons appeared to have a head, let alone an edge to it. What impressed itself most on Decker though, were the blocky ugly rifles that each of the Thraxians held in their hands. He had no inkling as to what those weapons might be, having never set eyes on them in his life. 
 
    The soft  “Oh…” in his ear from Lorelei was enough to tell him that, whatever the hell they were, he wanted no part of them. 
 
    His hand was under his costume and grabbing at the butt of his cryopistol before he had consciously made the decision to draw.  
 
    Killing someone out to kill you was one of those scenarios where many people might approve the overall, general principle of the idea, but can’t help being thrown into a bit of a twitter at the prospect of putting it into active effect. 
 
    Decker was not one of those people. He never had been.  
 
    No one in the bounty hunting trade who expected to get past their first mission could be afflicted with that variety of terminal hesitation. Hesitation of any kind was a sign of mentally coming apart in a young bounty hunter, and of physical or moral infirmity in an old one.   
 
    The cryopistol spat, without any recoil whatsoever, in Decker’s hands as he squeezed the trigger. The first two elemental rounds pierced the heads of the leading Thraxians and sprayed their brains in matching purple mists out of the back of their skulls. 
 
    Thraxian skulls might have been thick, but they were not that thick. 
 
    The final guard let out a bellow of delighted rage.  
 
    Decker aimed at the onrushing guard, but time seemed to have slowed. Suddenly, the muzzle of his cryopistol felt like he was dragging it through treacle-thick air. 
 
    Adrenaline, his brain told him. Fight or flight.   
 
    The Thraxian’s rifle rose. 
 
    And then stopped. The big bastard jerked this way and that where he was standing as both Rosa and Craglin unloaded ice into him. The elemental projectiles shattered in sprays of icy white vapor where they struck his thick body armor. However, unfortunately for the Thraxian, the cryopistol had the ability to, more or less and environment willing, keep firing forever. 
 
    Enough rounds punched into the guard’s bare arms, throat, and exposed sides to kill a human ten times over. As he finally went over—eventually succumbing to a bullet through the eye from Rosa—his finger convulsed around the trigger. 
 
    A crack exploded through the empty corridor loud enough it must’ve been heard all the way out at the front gate. A fizzing foot-long beam of particulate light hit a statue and disintegrated it entirely. 
 
    “Holy flying fuck buckets, what the hell was that?” Craglin said, jumping a couple of feet backward and shooting the already dead Thraxian in the top of his head in his agitation. 
 
    “I… I have no idea,” Decker said. 
 
    “It is what the Thraxian military refer to as a surge rifle,” Lorelei said quietly. “It is, so far as I have been able to determine, from what I have… from what I have seen first hand back on Milenides, a variety of surprisingly advanced pulse weapons that is exclusive to the Thraxians.” 
 
    “It’s like no pulser I’ve ever seen,” Rosa muttered, eyeing the squared off weapon mistrustfully.  
 
    “To any other race wielding it, the surge rifle would be stupidly cumbersome and large,” Saavi said, “but in the hands of the Thraxians, it can be used as easily as the physically weaker races might use spacer carbines.” 
 
    “It sure is ugly, isn’t it?” Rosa said. 
 
    “But highly effective, and basically fire a disintegrator ray,” Lorelei said, failing to suppress a slight shudder in her voice. “Like the Thraxians themselves, these are weapons that take no half-measures.” 
 
    “This is what they used on your people,” Decker said. It was not a question. 
 
    “Yes, it is,” Lorelei said stoically. “It is weapons like that which scattered our race to the winds. Quite literally in many, many, many cases.” 
 
    “Hold the fuck on,” Craglin said. “There ain’t no one on this side of the system that’s supposed to have this sort of military tech.” 
 
    “You’ve heard of these before?” Decker asked. “I’d heard that there were scientists working on this kind of thing, but they hadn’t come close to perfecting it yet.” 
 
    “Human scientists, maybe,” Craglin said. “In a nutshell, the disintegrator ray neutralizes atomic bonds so that the target falls apart into gas and dust. It’s a painless way to go, if that comforts anyone, and it saves a packet on cremating. All you have to do is get a broom and—” 
 
    Decker flicked the short man in the back of the head to shut him up this time. 
 
    “What do we do with the bodies?” Rosa asked, after Decker had moved forward and checked that the dead Thraxians were, indeed, dead. 
 
    Decker shook his head. “These bastards must weigh all of five hundred pounds a piece. Plus we don’t even know where we’d be dragging them. Let’s just hustle and hope we get to where we’re meant to be before they’re discovered.” 
 
    They pressed on. As they descended a set of moving stairs, which took them down two floors into the bowels of the Imperial Palace, Decker was suddenly assailed by a pain that bent him double with a gasp. 
 
    “What is it, cap?” Rosa asked as Decker clutched at Craglin’s shoulder to steady himself. 
 
    “Pain,” Decker said. “Just… pain.” He winced and gave his head a shake. 
 
    “It is our third sister,” Saavi explained through the comms channel. Her usually slow and serene voice was tight with discomfort too. “I can feel her pain psychically, and through our link so can you, Decker. As you get nearer, we shall share her agony more intensely.” 
 
    “Great,” Decker muttered, straightening up. “Because things wouldn’t have been quite hard enough without that too.” 
 
    Around a few more turns and down some longer stretches of corridor they went. The Imperial Palace was not exactly lavish, the Thraxians having no use for any opulence that extended past an extensive and varied range of weaponry. And outside the great gathering hall things grew even more spartan.  
 
    Bare rock was harshly lit by unflattering floating globes filled with white LEDs. The trio’s shadows ran far ahead of them, as if trying to hurry them on, before flipping around and skulking along behind them when they passed the next floating globe. 
 
    On approaching another corner, Decker held up his hand and motioned for the other two to stop. Turning, he held his finger to his lips and then held up two fingers.  
 
    Rosa and Craglin nodded.  
 
    Decker drew his finger across his throat and then patted himself on the top of the head, trying to force the pain he was sharing with the unknown symbiote and Saavi from his mind. 
 
    Rosa nodded, and Craglin hefted his cryopistol. 
 
    Decker held up the hand that was not clutching his own cryopistol and extended three fingers. 
 
    Then, he folded one. 
 
    Thraxians were not known for modesty. It might not have been because they were inherently arrogant, but more likely that they just didn’t possess the adequate imagination needed to put themselves in any other race’s shoes.  
 
    As it was, the two guards around the corner knew themselves to be formidable fighters. They knew that they were standing guard in the heart of the most well-protected building on Thrax. And thus, they knew that there was no chance that anyone would be stupid enough to try and— 
 
    Decker led the way around the corner in a low crouch, leading with his cryopistol. With a dull spitting hiss, the Thraxian on the right crumpled back against the wall, purple blood spraying in a starburst. 
 
    The second Thraxian flicked up his surge rifle with a well-practiced movement, opened his tusk-filled maw to let out a roaring challenge, and took two elemental projectiles through mouth. The bullets ripped out the back of the guard’s brain stem, stopping his finger halfway through its pull before he flopped over sideways.  
 
    “I mean, yeah, they’re fucking big and tough and whatnot,” Craglin said, lowering his steaming cryopistol, “but there ain’t no one that can live without a brain, is there?” 
 
    “That’s what passes for philosophy on Renkides, is it?” Rosa quipped. 
 
    Craglin shot her a wink. “There’re a lot of mysteries out there, darlin’,” he said, giving his mustaches a perfunctory stroke with his free hand. “And the Renkiddions have the time, and the societal tranquility, to unravel them. The one I was working on before, well, before I had to leave was whether or not you ever stop clapping once you start. Do the spaces between claps just get longer?” 
 
    Rosa gave Craglin a long stare, and then said, “I’m going to do us both a favor and pretend you didn’t just say that, short-ass.” 
 
    “Hey, heads in the game,” Decker snapped. 
 
    Rosa gave one of the surge rifles a nudge with the toe of her boot. “Cap, do you want to get kitted out with one of these each? If they really fire rays that disintegrate shit, that might be a nice punch to be packing on our side.” 
 
    Decker shook his head. “Even discounting their weight, a weapon that you don’t know how to use belongs to your enemy, Hawkes,” he said in a hurried whisper, keeping his ears strained for any sound of movement behind the door. “And I don’t much fancy trying to figure out how to use and reload a strange gun in the middle of a hostile position.” 
 
    “Speaking of which, cap,” Rosa said, “I think we may as well dispense with the outfits, don’t you?” 
 
    “I’ve never been one to admit to women knowing anything much at all, but the lass has a point,” Craglin said generously. “There’s a trail of bodies leading right to us, and no matter where we fetch up in this hellhole, we’re going to be shot on sight with no questions asked by any Thraxian who stumbles across us.” 
 
    It was a sound argument. The costumes would only hinder their movements if, or more likely when, the real fighting started. 
 
    “Do it,” he said. 
 
    The three of them dumped their costumes, leaving on their tactical gear and powered shock suits. Even Craglin had one, having spent a few days in the engineering deck of the Farrago modifying one of the shock suits to suit his stocky frame. 
 
    “Masks and on goggles,” Decker said. “The air filtration system in here seems to be good, but the less they know about our identities, the better. I don’t think the Thraxians are into in-house surveillance, but better safe than sorry.” 
 
    Once all three of them were ready, Decker pulled off one of the Thraxian’s rugged omni-coms. Meanwhile, Craglin picked up a surge rifle and handed it to Rosa. 
 
    “Do me a favor will you, darlin’?” he asked. “I’d carry it myself, but I’m too vertically challenged and it’s too long.” 
 
    “But we’re not using them,” Rosa said. 
 
    “Yeah, but when we get back to the ship, it might be interesting to take a look at this Thraxian tech,” Craglin replied. 
 
    “Get back to the ship,” Rosa said, slinging the surge rifle across her back with a grunt. “I love your positive attitude.” 
 
    “There’s just no way that this lot should have been able to forge this far ahead in the arms race. Not unless…” He trailed off enigmatically. 
 
    Decker swiped the Thraxian’s omni-com across the panel next to the door. There was a hiss, a thunk, and the door slid slowly open. As soon as the aperture was wide enough, Decker pushed through, cryopistol raised, barrel moving in tight arcs. 
 
    As he stepped into the laboratory, for laboratory or scientific workshop it most certainly was, Decker was engulfed by another surging wave of disconnected pain. He screwed shut his eyes for a moment, hoping that Rosa and Craglin were covering him, as he tried to distance himself from the pain that was not his. 
 
    He could tell somehow that the third symbiote, even though she was the recipient of this awful discomfort, was also experiencing it from a distance of sorts. 
 
    Decker took another step, shaking his head to clear his vision as, for a second or two, the symbiote’s mind ran into his.  
 
    The throbbing pain from the multiple wounds was enough to disorient him—them. Hazy, confused, and weak in the knees, the symbiote felt as if she could collapse under her own weight at any moment, if she wasn’t currently being held up by something.  
 
    All she desired was relief, no matter what form it came in. She had even contemplated, over the crawling interminable hours and days that had passed, the final surrender. Each time she thought like this, it took her long minutes and much strengthening of will to gather her composure, but conflicting thoughts still plagued her mind. 
 
    Fighting through the pain was becoming increasingly difficult for her. Decker could feel it as clearly as if the pain was his own. Above all else though, it was becoming increasingly exhausting to have to deal with. 
 
    For now, the physical hurt was just manageable. Sapping and debilitating, but manageable. The symbiote’s resilience was such that she was swallowing the pain and continuing onward with her dogged determination not to give in to those who held her captive.  
 
    She would not give them what they wanted. She would not cave to their demands and their probing.  
 
    Decker blinked. The lab in front of him swam into focus. Only a second or two had passed, but the shared pain that he had felt through the symbiote sat in his head like a blood-sucking tick.  
 
    Behind him, the boots of his companions stepped into the room, followed by the sound of the entrance hissing shut.  
 
    The laboratory was large and, in keeping with the rest of the Imperial Palace, looked to have been carved out of the living rock of the mountains with plasma cutters, explosives, and claws. It was crowded with an array of equipment that completely defied Decker’s ability to identify.  
 
    Long, high benches were arranged along the walls and across the floor. The room was filled with the heavy, ominous scent of charged electricity. It smelled like a storm was coming, or perhaps had already arrived. 
 
    The laboratory was populated with Thraxians, although they were like no Thraxians that Decker had encountered so far. They were of the same race—green-skinned, bald, yellow-eyed, and with tusks protruding over their upper or lower lips. These Thraxians, however, were much smaller than the hulking great warriors that walked around up top. They were only slightly taller, if not on par, with Decker, and nowhere near as thick in the torso or limbs as their fighting compatriots. They wore long leather coats buttoned to the neck, and tight-fitting metal caps upon their heads. 
 
    Decker, had he been bothered to do so, might have hypothesized that this was another breed of Thraxian altogether, or another strain. Judging by the way they were scrawling runes on electronic boards and on tablets, and jabbering amongst themselves, they were packing more in the brain department than their combative fellows upstairs. He might have formed a theory that, perhaps, weaker or less physically endowed Thraxians, being no good for war, were used specifically as technicians or engineers. 
 
    He might’ve speculated on a lot of things, had it not been for the heavy steel door set into the rock at the back of the lab, around which many of the Thraxian technicians were gathered. It was a vault door—Decker had seen more than enough of those in his time to recognize one when he saw it. 
 
    The Thraxian technicians had frozen to stare at the trio in the powered shock suits. 
 
    Decker raised his pistol in one hand and pointed it around at the stunned Thraxian techs. On either side, Rosa and Craglin did the same. With his free hand, Decker pointed at the vault door. 
 
    “We’re here for what lies in there. Open it. Now!” he commanded. 
 
    He tried to charge the final world with every ounce of mentalism that he could harness, hoping that it would propel one of the weaker minded Thraxians into doing it before they knew what they were up to. 
 
    Strangely though, Decker got the feeling that his words were repelled somehow. It was a not quite tangible feeling, almost akin to sticking his head into a well and yelling, only to have his words rebound back at him.  
 
    “I have never felt the likes of that before,” Saavi’s voice said in his head, using the telepathic connection they shared instead of the comms system, so great was her surprise. “How are they managing to stave off mentalism?” 
 
    “They’re all wearing some nice shiny hats,” Decker growled back helpfully. 
 
    “They must be experimenting with our technology,” Lorelei said. She sounded shocked. “Decker, you must hurry, if they have found some way to make use of what our sister knows…” 
 
    Decker took another step forward. Knowing that the little assholes in front of him had been fiddling with the mind of a helpless woman like research and development techs screwing around with some particularly interesting piece of robotics, he felt his rage swell. 
 
    “Open the fucking vault!” he bellowed. 
 
    The technicians reacted as one. Instruments, tablets, and all other equipment were dropped or flung aside as they dived for cover or reached for concealed weapons. 
 
    “Here we bloody go!” Craglin cried. “They’ll be going off like a fucking cut—!“ 
 
    Whatever the Renkiddion thought the Thraxian technicians might be going off like, Decker didn’t find out. He threw himself behind a heavy metal bench as sparks erupted all around him, 5.7 mm spacer carbine rounds pinging off the metal work and shattering delicate equipment. 
 
    While they lacked the punch and range of spacer carbines, the fact that cryopistols could keep firing without reloading gave them a great advantage in close quarter combat. Decker fired indiscriminately, sticking his hand over the top of his cover and spraying projectiles all over the place. 
 
    Rosa and Craglin were hunkered down too, popping up every now and again to engage with their foes in a bitter fight that they all knew was likely to be to the death.  
 
    As they battled it out, Decker used his magnetic capabilities to twist the pneumatic door they had come through in its housing, effectively jamming it. That, at least, would delay any Thraxian reinforcements. 
 
    Decker popped out and pulped a tech’s face into a green and purple ruin with a handful of well-placed slugs. He twisted, leaning on the cold metal of the bench to steady his aim, and cut down another Thraxian peppering Rosa’s position. The technician fell with a howl, clutching at his chest as a severed artery sprayed purple blood into the air. 
 
    Decker ducked back into cover as bullets raked his position.  
 
    There was a dull crack—a sound which was jarringly familiar—and, all of a sudden, Decker had no cover. All that remained of the solid metal bench he’d been hunkering behind was a long, shallow pile of dust. 
 
    Surge rifle… his brain supplied, stabbing the words through the meat of his stunned confusion. Move!     
 
    Decker flung himself sideways and rolled behind a large apparatus filled with blinking lights and complex electrodes. The next second, this too was erased from being. 
 
    There was a delighted cackle from off to his right. Even as Decker made to roll away again, and bullets ricocheted all around him in a mad clamor, he caught sight of Craglin hopping up onto a bench with a surge rifle of his own. 
 
    “Say hello to my fairly enormous and unwieldy friend!” the Renkiddion cried. 
 
    The weapon was huge in the small figure’s hands. It bucked like a mustang when he pulled the trigger and sent him sailing off the top of the bench and out of sight.  
 
    This proved to be a serendipitous outcome, as the bench he’d been standing on was riddled with spacer carbine fire a moment later. Craglin’s shot hit his intended target though, blasting the Thraxian holding the other surge rifle into pink mist. 
 
    Decker gaped. 
 
    There was simply nothing left of the green-skinned tech. 
 
    The battle raged for a little while longer. As fierce and determined as the defenders were, it was clear that they had no training. They held the triggers of the spacer carbines down until they ran dry, and then fumbled to replace the tubular magazines. 
 
    Seizing the opportunity on those long reload periods, the three crew members of the Farrago drove the defenders back. Decker shot one of the tech’s through the thigh, but before he could finish him, another Thraxian popped out from behind a shelving unit and grappled with him. 
 
    As Rosa cut down the last tech with a barrage of elemental projectiles, Decker tussled with the Thraxian attempting to stick him with a laz-blade. 
 
    The motors in Decker’s powered shock suit whirred, kicking in and augmenting his own muscles. He twisted the Thraxian’s arm with an audible wet snap and then headbutted his face.  
 
    This proved foolish because his adversary’s skull was so thick it was like nutting a tree. It did give Decker enough space to pull back his fist and launch it into the Thraxian’s nose. 
 
    His shattered nose bleeding, the tech stumbled back, crashing into an array of monitors filled with symbols and scrolling data coils.  
 
    Decker smashed it as hard as he could into the Thraxian’s throat. The trachea crumpled under the augmented punch. The technician dropped onto his face on the floor, gasping and shuddering. With a final snarl of fury, Decker raised his boot and caved the Thraxian’s skull in. 
 
    “O-okay, no shooting me, okay?” came a quavering voice with an unmistakable Thraxian accent from behind him. “I’m the bossman’s—Mauhul, eh?—insider, you see?” 
 
    Decker whirled, cryopistol in hand.  
 
    A technician with a bent back and a pulser in his hand had folded himself out from a large metal locker he had been hiding in. 
 
    Rosa and Craglin leveled their weapons at the Thraxian too, but he dropped his pulser and threw his hands in the air. 
 
    “No shoot! Peace! Bossman tells me that you be coming! I am Noran. I am supposed to let you in. To help…” he looked around at the dead technicians that lay scattered about the place, “…if you need it.” 
 
    “Rosa, keep an eye on him,” Decker barked. “Craglin, with me.” 
 
    Decker stepped over the piled bodies on his way to the vault door. One Thraxian, bleeding heavily from a gut shot, was dragging himself toward a fallen spacer carbine. Without breaking stride, Decker casually blew the Thraxian’s head apart with a neat double-tap.  
 
    Craglin was already at the complex panel, humming to himself as he twirled a precision screwgun around his finger. 
 
    Decker was not in the mood to wait.  
 
    He used his magnetic powers to rip the door open like it was polyurethane foam. With a shrieking groan of stressed metal, the doors bent and contorted like the collapsing side of a wax candle. 
 
    Decker was immediately greeted by piles of precious metals; pallets filled with bars of rhodium, platinum, ruthenium, and iridium; exotic and alien weapons of all descriptions; crates upon crates of little plastic cards, each of which was stamped with a corresponding number as to how many thousands of credits they held on them. 
 
    However, amongst all these riches, it was the tank in the middle of the vault that caught and held his eye. 
 
    It was cylindrical and filled with a light pink solution. In this solution, hanging still except for the occasional spasmodic twitching of a muscle, a symbiote was floating.  
 
    She was, so far as it was able to be discerned by Decker through the pink liquid, wearing a sleeveless jumpsuit with a cape that billowed around her, in the same carbon gray color as Lorelei and Saavi. Her red hair was coiled up into an intricate bun at the back of her head and fastened with a couple of long needles. Her skin was pale, almost a bright white, scattered with freckles, and she had tattoos snaking up her arms and neck. 
 
    Decker swallowed as he took in the wires and cables that stuck out from her body, fastened there by hooks and needles. They ran into the top of the tank, where a bank of computers were humming and clicking softly. 
 
    Decker rushed over and rapped his bloody knuckles on the glass. This close to her, separated only by a layer of glass, her pain filled his head like it was his own, bleeding into his senses and making his teeth ache. 
 
    “All right, Noran, you’ve been cooped up in this place watching these assholes at work, even if you haven’t been working on her,” Decker said over his shoulder. “How are we going to get her free? Is there a key, or some kind of failsafe that we need to override to drain the tank?” 
 
    Mauhul’s inside ogre didn’t answer. There was the soft sound of a shuffling from behind Decker and Craglin and then a sharp gasp. 
 
    Exchanging careful looks, Decker and Craglin turned slowly around. 
 
    Noran was standing behind Rosa. No longer was the undercover Thraxian tech stooped and bent like the rest of his now dead contemporaries.  
 
    He was standing tall. Clearly, his posture had been part of the ruse he had used on the king’s technicians. His face had lost the simpering, cowardice. His eyes were narrowed with a malevolent glee. His mouth was curved in a smug grin. 
 
    One long-fingered hand was clamped around Rosa’s windpipe, three lengthy digits completely encircling her neck. He had her lifted onto her tiptoes, apparently with very little effort, and she was making a soft choking sound through the mask that covered the bottom half of her face. 
 
    Noran was also holding a snub-nosed little slugthrower against Rosa’s head. 
 
    “The Thraxian double-cross,” Craglin said in a tired voice. “I mean, really, mate, we should have seen that coming. I know people always say that they should have seen so-and-so coming, but we really should have seen that one coming. Mauhul not fucking someone over, from what I have heard, would have been the real surprise here.” 
 
    “You stop the jaw from flapping up and down, yeah, Renkiddion?” snarled Noran. 
 
    “What do you think you’re doing reneging on the deal, jackass?” Decker asked quietly. “We had a deal with your boss. Everything in that vault, bar the woman, is yours.” 
 
    His cryopistol was still in his hand, but his hand was at his side. Right then, with Rosa Hawkes standing in front of him with a gun to her head, it felt like the weapon may as well have been on the other side of the system.  
 
    It was going to require Decker to use twenty-four muscles to raise the cryopistol into a firing position. He was aware of that. He was also aware that all Noran had to do was squeeze. 
 
    “Bossman tells me to be waiting and learn exactly what the mad humans wanted so badly,” Noran said, grinning widely. “He said that if what you want is something good, then I am to take that thing from you too, see? I am not stupid. It turns out that the big boss will want this thing you covet. I think he is going to want this symbiote for himself.” 
 
    “What about the credits?” Decker asked. “Surely, he can accomplish more with a dozen fortunes here than he can with one woman.” 
 
    Noran shrugged. “All of them credits pale in comparison to the power a symbiote could grant the bossman—you think I am born yesterday? You think me stupid?” 
 
    “I think we’re all a little stupid, pal,” Decker said, playing for time as he racked his brains for a way to get Rosa out of this. 
 
    Noran frowned. His grip shifted on Rosa and, for a moment, she was lifted clean off the floor by her throat. 
 
    “How do you think you’re going to get out of here, you bloody dipshit?” Craglin asked. 
 
    Noran gave the Renkiddion a squint-eyed leer. 
 
    “One shitload easier than you, tiny human,” he spat. “I am Thraxian. You are pink-skin. With all the ruckus you have been causing, now is the perfect time for me to slip away with that symbiote without attracting King Kalatox’s wrath. While I am doing that, them big bad boys from upstairs will already be tearing you to little red bits.” 
 
    Craglin chewed on the end of his mustache. “That’s actually not a bad plan,” he admitted. “It’s more or less what I’d do.” 
 
    Noran hawked up a load of phlegm and spat it at Decker’s feet. 
 
    “Now, drop them shooters and back away from the symbiote, fly boy,” he said. “Or I am going to kill this here pink-skin before I move onto you.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 30 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Being held at gunpoint was a bad place to be. One of the worst. Decker had been there a few times himself, and he’d never really thought of it as a place he’d recommend to a friend. 
 
    To be there yourself was one thing, and presented its own unique set of challenges—not letting your blind panic get the better of you so that you shit your pants topping the list. When one of your crew was being held though, a whole new set of challenges reared their heads. 
 
    Decker had to keep a clear head. He had to stay calm and detach himself from the situation. He had to try and de-escalate or buy more time, even as his brain was in a whirling overdrive trying to figure out how he could kill the Thraxian without killing Rosa. 
 
    Every cell, every sinew and nerve ending in Decker’s body was telling him to draw and make as many neat yet significant holes in Noran as he could. His head, thankfully, sent a message to the hand holding the cryopistol so that it released its grip on it. 
 
    Next to him, Craglin did the same. 
 
    “Thata boys,” Noran said smugly. “I am surprised you have been good pink-skins. From what the bossman said about you, you are…” 
 
    As he spoke his piece, Decker reached out and brushed mind with Rosa using his symbiote-granted telepathy. Noran was wearing the same Thraxian armored cap that had thwarted Decker’s attempts to manipulate the techs, but he had a half plan—which, in his books, was fifty percent better than having no plan at all. 
 
    Rosa had been struggling slightly in the Thraxian’s iron grip, but as soon as Decker’s consciousness touched up against her own, she stilled. Her breath was coming half-choked and ragged through her nose. Decker could feel her annoyance, at being caught as she had been, and her animal terror like a hot fog in his head. His mind sung with her tension, tight as a harp string. 
 
    “Spread your fingers on your left hand if you can hear me, Hawkes,” Decker said, sending the thought into the fizzing, juddering, panicking folds of the purple-haired woman’s consciousness. He could not see her eyes through the darkened lenses of her goggles, but he got the feeling that her gaze was locked on his face. 
 
    Jerkily, she spread the fingers of her left hand, which had been clutching the Thraxian’s forearm in a futile attempt at stopping him squeezing the life out of her.  
 
    “When I say three, you’re going to duck as hard as you can, right?” 
 
    Rosa spread her fingers again.   
 
    “All right. One… two… three!” 
 
    With an immense effort, Rosa wrenched her head down. At the same time, she also lashed out backward as well as she was able to with a kick that, thanks to her powered shock suit, would have done the most stubborn mule proud. 
 
    Her boot connected with the area of Noran’s anatomy that, it turned out, was just as sensitive to Thraxians as it was to humans.  
 
    Mauhul’s henchman snarled in pain and folded over, but managed to keep his grip on Rosa’s neck. 
 
    At the same time, Decker used his magnetic prowess to contort the steel edging on the liquid body armor plating of her shoulder.  With a sharp mental wrench, he managed to rip the edging into a spike, which punched up and away from Rosa and lanced through the neck of the Thraxian behind her. 
 
    Noran gave a gurgling gasp, and his grip slipped off Rosa’s throat, allowing her to collapse to the ground, drawing the spike out of her captor’s throat as she went.    
 
    Purple blood gushed out of the wound, and Noran staggered. He clutched the fatal puncture and raised the stubby pistol. 
 
    Decker reached for his laz-blade, thinking that he might just be able to fling it at the bastard before he started shooting. 
 
    Gunfire roared beside Decker. 
 
    Craglin stood with his stubby legs akimbo, a spacer carbine in his hands, mustachioed face illuminated by the occasional muzzle flash of the barrel. His mouth was contorted in a grin of pure demonic delight. 
 
    Noran jerked and twitched as the bullets ripped into his body. The final round hit him in the face, ripped his bottom jaw off, and sent him spinning over a table to land bonelessly on the floor. 
 
    Decker looked sideways at the Renkiddion. 
 
    “Is he dead, you reckon?” he asked drily. 
 
    “I’m not a medical officer, mate,” Craglin said, dropping the gun and moving forward to help Rosa to her feet, “but I’d say that bastard’s no longer thieving oxygen.” 
 
    “You okay, Hawkes?” Decker asked.  
 
    “Yeah, cap,” Rosa gasped, clutching her throat and rubbing it gingerly. “Yeah, I’m good. Better than that fucker anyway.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    Decker returned his attention to the symbiote’s tank. He inspected it for signs of a locking mechanism that would enable him to drain the container and free her. 
 
    “Craglin, have you got any ideas as to how we might—?” he started to say. 
 
    Craglin, though, was already hustling behind the tank. He was grabbing handfuls of credit chips, pocketing as much loot from the vault as he could while the going was good and stuffing them into his pockets as fast as he was able. 
 
    “Just bust the bugger open, Decker,” he said. “Ain’t nothing to be gained by farting around. I told you before, mate, we ain’t here to fuck spiders, are we?” 
 
    “I still have no idea about that,” Decker said, but he took the Renkiddion’s advice. 
 
    He focused his mind onto thick metal bands that secured the man-sized tank. 
 
    As if in response to this mental touch on her prison, Decker felt a flutter of consciousness press up and latch on to his. It could only have come from the symbiote.  
 
    Her mental touch was as different and unique as Lorelei’s and Saavi’s scents were different in his nostrils when he lay with them, as different as the texture of their skin under his fingers.  
 
    “It’s okay,” he said telepathically, trying to reassure the woman in the tank with his thoughts, “I’m here to help you. I’ve come with your sisters, with Saavi and Lorelei. I would tell you more, but there’s no time. You can either trust me or perish. Those are your choices now.” 
 
    In a babbling rush, like someone who was on the verge of falling into a delirium, the red-haired symbiote replied. Her thoughts came in bursts.  
 
    “Stranger…” she began, “the Thraxians are using my… energy to stabilize their dying planet. If… I am… removed, it will trigger a chain reaction… that will… collapse the entire planet.”  
 
    Decker bowed his head briefly and closed his eyes. 
 
    “Fuck me,” he said. 
 
    “What is it, cap?” Rosa asked, while Craglin continued with his enthusiastic looting. 
 
    Decker relayed what he had just been told by the floating woman. 
 
    “Fuck me,” breathed Rosa. 
 
    “You called, darlin’?” Craglin asked, from behind a crate of one hundred thousand cred chips. 
 
    “Does this change things, cap?” Rosa asked. 
 
    Decker snorted out a sigh. He looked at the helpless woman, hanging with pipes, tubes, and cables connecting her to who knew what. 
 
    Anger flared in him again. 
 
    “No, nothing’s changed,” he said. “We’ll just need to run a little faster than expected is all.” 
 
    “Fuck me,” Craglin cursed. “More fucking running.” 
 
    Using his anger and frustration as fuel, Decker tore the metal bands with his mind like they were bread crusts. 
 
    Glass cracked, and pink fluid flooded out, pulling out the third symbiote with it. The wires attached to her snapped off. They went flicking back and away, some of them hissing and letting off a fine spray of whatever they had been pumping into her body. 
 
    Decker strode forward, heedless of the mess of pink fluid, and caught the lithe woman. He brought her down into a crouch and cradled her in his arms. 
 
    With a violent heave and a spluttering cough, but without opening her eyes, the symbiote vomited pink fluid all over Decker’s lap. Knowing that clearing her lungs of anything that wasn’t air was probably a good thing, Decker gave her a couple of solid thumps on the back. She brought more of the foul, viscous liquid up and then set about to coughing.  
 
    After a few seconds, she fell back, her eyes fluttering open for just a moment so that Decker thought he caught a glimpse of bright green iris. 
 
    “You must… You must grab the data card—containing the secret of my peoples’ defensive technological data—from the lab. They won’t have cracked it yet, but we cannot leave it here,” her voice said, echoing weakly through his mind. It sounded like a radio signal dipping in and out of the correct frequency. “It will be close. I think I saw it… But things are so blurry now…”  
 
    “We’ll find it,” Decker assured. “Just rest. We’re going to get you out of here.” 
 
    The sporadic flickering of the symbiote’s eyelids ceased, and Decker felt her slump more heavily into his arms. 
 
    “Rosa, Craglin,” Decker said. “She’s telling me that there’s a data card somewhere around here. Find it, quick.” 
 
    “Got it, mate,” Craglin said after a few moments. He was standing on the back of a dead Thraxian who was still sitting slumped on a stool in front of a terminal. Being distracted as he was, Decker thought the Renkiddion might have been standing slightly lopsidedly, favoring his left leg.  
 
    A moment later though, such conjectures were driven from his mind. The data card came flipping through the air, and he caught it with one hand. 
 
    “Lorelei, I’m sending you something,” Decker said into the comms channel. 
 
    He slipped the data card into a slot in his omni-com. He tapped the screen and activated a transfer. Within seconds, the card had been copied. Another tap and he had sent the encrypted data back to the Farrago. 
 
    “Let me know when you’ve got it,” he said. 
 
    “Received and secured,” Lorelei said two seconds later. 
 
    “You’re sure?”  
 
    “I am positive.” 
 
    Decker pulled the card from the slot, snapped it in half, and put it in his pocket.  
 
    “All right,” he said, “let’s get the hell out of here just in case what this woman said was—” 
 
    With absolutely no warning whatsoever, the ground under their feet shuddered.  
 
    The LED lighting throughout the lab flickered, faded, and went out. The palace let out an excruciating groan as metal and stone shifted in the thick subterranean blackness that now enveloped them. 
 
    “Decker?” Lorelei’s voice came in clear and filled with barely concealed worry over the comms channel. 
 
    “Go ahead,” Decker said. 
 
    “Our sister, like all of our race, is not prone to hyperbole like humans are, you need to get out of there.” 
 
    “The seismic probes on the Farrago are giving us some extremely problematic readings,” Saavi said. “And the lidar and ground penetrating radar are showing us that things are likely going to get far worse rather more quickly than any of us might have anticipated.” 
 
    “But we don’t even know where the hell we’re going,” Rosa said. “And this place is a goddamn maze.” 
 
    “I’m relaying a map of the Imperial Palace to all of your omni-coms as we speak,” Lorelei said. “The Imperial Palace has, understandably, been thrown into chaos. All the usual jamming equipment is dropped out all at once with the initial geothermal energy surge. Systems are down, but they will be rebooted as soon as the Thraxians are able to do it.” 
 
    “All right,” Decker said, “we’ll get a move on.” 
 
    “Might I also suggest that you get in contact with Mr. Allbeard. We may require his help in extricating ourselves from Thrax if the planetary defense network is not down or preoccupied sufficiently. 
 
    There was pulsing warmth on Decker’s forearm that told him he had just received the map file. 
 
    “You need to get out of there right now, Decker,” Lorelei said again, with more emphasis in her voice than Decker had ever heard. 
 
    “Roger that,” he replied. “Hawkes, bring up the map and lead the way.” 
 
    “You got it, cap,” Rosa replied. 
 
    Decker reached down and hefted the half-conscious symbiote over his shoulder, trying to be as gentle as he could. With the augmented power of his shock suit, the extra weight was negligible. 
 
    “Having to run blind through an enemy fortress while the fucking planet shits itself all around us,” Decker growled. “At least we’re about as fucked as we can be.” 
 
    “Uh, I hate to be that dickhead who has to ruin a good thing,” Craglin said sarcastically. 
 
    “What is it?” Decker asked, looking sideways at the little man. 
 
    Craglin reached under his armor and then pulled his hand out. His fingers were tipped with crimson. 
 
    “I only think I’ve gone and got bloody shot,” the Renkiddion said. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 31 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I think I can speak for all the rest of us here, short-ass,” Rosa said as she knelt by Craglin and made him hold up the shoulder pad of his shock suit so she could more easily tend to his wound, “when I say—” 
 
    “Now that we’ve been through so much together, there’s no way that you could leave me behind?” Craglin butted in, gritting his big, square teeth. 
 
    “No, when I say—” 
 
    “That, although we might have our differences, I’ve shown my fortitude and worth of character in recent times and you’d be willing to—” Craglin said, flinching as Rosa probed at the hole in his flesh. 
 
    “No, when I say that you could have fucking timed this shit better, you idiot,” the medical officer said. She prodded at the mass of blood under the stocky Renkiddion’s shoulder plate, eliciting a little grunt of pain. “Lucky for you, it looks like this was a cryopistol round. There’s no sign or feel of a projectile still in the wound.” 
 
    “And that’s a good thing, is it, darl?” Craglin asked. 
 
    “Yeah, it is,” Rosa said, reaching for a small canister at her belt, “because it means there’s no risk of infection—cryopistol rounds are just pellets of frozen water fired at lethal speed. It’s why they used to be the choice of weapon for the The Consociation of Hassassins back in the day when cryopistols were first invented. They could kill someone and then the bullet would essentially just melt away and leave no trace as to what kind of weapon had been used to kill the mark.” 
 
    Rosa pulled the lid from a canister of synth-skin and sprayed it generously over the wound. The Renkiddion drew a sharp indrawn breath. 
 
    “Shit a brick, but that stings like vat-grown vindaloo! Are you trying to hurt me, darl?” 
 
    “That depends,” she said, “on whether you insist on shortening down the already despised nickname of darlin’ to darl.” 
 
    “Consider your request under consideration, darl—” Craglin winced from a thumb in the wound. “—in’.” 
 
    Rosa stared death at the little man. 
 
    “Good,” Decker said. “Now, if you’re quite sure that you don’t want to stay here and bleed to death, might I suggest we get the fuck out of here?” 
 
    Rosa helped the Renkiddion back to his feet. 
 
    Craglin gingerly moved his arm and then winced. 
 
    “Sounds like a plan, mate,” he said. 
 
    “Good,” Decker said again, adjusting the symbiote draped over his shoulder. “Then, if we manage to make it back to the Farrago without being brutally killed, we can revisit how the hell you managed to get shot by weapons that only we were carrying.” 
 
    Craglin looked accusingly at Rosa. 
 
    “Short-ass, if I was going to shoot you, I would have aimed for your head and not for your shoulder,” she said. “You can trust me on that.” 
 
    Craglin nodded, cleared his throat, and then hefted his cryopistol in his good hand. 
 
    “This bloody thing did go off when I was thrown from the table by the surge rifle…” he said. 
 
    “Well, if anyone was going to be capable of shooting themselves in the middle of a gunfight, my credits would have been on you,” Rosa said, slapping the little man on his good shoulder. “Try not to make a habit out of it.” 
 
    Guided by Lorelei’s map, Decker led the way through cramped tunnels that the surge rifle revealed by vaporizing a couple of expensive pieces of lab equipment concealing a door. The door had rusted with age, and the panel was dead, but a gun capable of vaporizing matter made for a handy universal key. 
 
    Lorelei kept updating the map and saved their asses more than once doing it. The entire structure and the very ground it stood on wobbled around like rubber, corridors and halls and rooms collapsing with alarming rapidity.  
 
    One positive side to the imminent collapse of the entire planet—and there probably couldn’t have been that many of them, now that Decker thought about it—was that the Thraxians had a lot on their plates. 
 
    All those visiting dignitaries would most likely suspect that, Thraxians being Thraxians, the destruction of their home-world was some overelaborate trap for all of them. It might’ve been an extreme way to wipe out many of the Myrmidon Galaxy’s most notable and powerful, but if anyone was going to blow up their own homeworld as part of a political assasssination, it was Thraxians. 
 
    Sneaking through the collapsing palace, they came across a couple of Thraxian guards arguing in their hideous language, when Rosa and Decker rounded the corner. They barely had time to look confused before their faces and necks were riddled with cryopistol rounds. 
 
    Servants—or, more likely, slaves—of various races were running hither and thither as the huge edifice pitched and juddered around them. Whatever fear had bound them to obedience was lost to the threat of being crushed under thousands of tons of rock and metal. 
 
    Decker tried pulling a few of them for questions about the dignitaries, but none stopped to chat. No surprise. This might be their last chance they had to run before whatever force that was rending Thrax apart completely destroyed it. 
 
    As they neared the main hall, they came across half a dozen more Thraxians. Two of them dropped before the others realized they were being shot. 
 
    A roar sounded across the crumbling corridor. The Thraxians reached for their axe hafts, and suddenly bright green curved blades of crackling green plasma burst into being. 
 
    “Oh shit,” Craglin said. 
 
    Decker dropped the symbiote on his shoulder to the floor as gently as the situation really allowed for. As he did this, Rosa unslung the surge rifle from her back and pressed the butt of it to her shoulder.  
 
    “Please don’t be empty,”  she whispered, and she squeezed the trigger. 
 
    The Thraxian pulse weapon bucked in Rosa’s hands. A beam of white particulate light smashed into one of the green-skinned warriors, washed over him, and reduced him into nothing. A second later, another warrior became a puff of light purple mist of blood molecules. 
 
    The third round never happened. Instead of the ear-splitting crack of the surge rifle, all that emanated from it was a low hum. Decker recognized that as the equivalent of the dead man’s click. 
 
    Decker was charging forward before he could really question the sanity of it. His adrenaline was spiking, his heart hammering in his ears with the staccato rhythm of an automatic gauss cannon. 
 
    He would have liked to think he was protecting the symbiote—a hardened bounty hunter swapping stories with his compatriots would have said he was. The red-haired symbiote was the job. Protecting her was protecting his investment. Credits were all that mattered in the trade to most of the captains of ships that he had ever met or talked to. 
 
    Regardless of his reputation for success, he knew that he wasn’t running toward the two remaining Thraxians to preserve a possible fortune for himself. 
 
    He was doing it so that Rosa might have a chance at reloading, or surviving.  
 
    For Decker, it had never—well, very rarely—been about the money.  
 
    It had been about standing by the sides with those willing to stand by his. It was about preserving the freedom that he enjoyed as a bounty hunter. A freedom that allowed him to sail the stars, taking up whatever contracts he might want to—or not. 
 
    Hell, that freedom had seen him make a shit ton of mistakes in his time. Mistakes that had cost other people their lives on occasion; had cost him friends; scattered his dark hair with gray and silver; made him sacrifice meeting a woman, settling down, and raising kids who’d never do have the stupid things he had done; and seen him spill more than enough of his own blood than was probably prudent. 
 
    But, the freedom to make fuck-ups and learn from them was the mark of true freedom. 
 
    And the truest freedom of all, the most important kind of freedom that Decker had lived every waking moment of his life believing in, was to be who and what you really were.  
 
    Too many people traded in their reality for a role or a position. So many of the Myrmidon Galaxy’s  inhabitants traded in their sense of self for an act, a facade that they put on every day to others doing the same thing. They gave up their ability to feel, and in exchange, put on a mask that they thought the rest of society might find impressive or enviable. 
 
    But not James Decker. 
 
    James Decker had always known who and what he was. 
 
    And what he was capable of. 
 
    Craglin’s cryopistol rounds clattered and shattered off the stone around him as they whipped past his sides and shoulders, occasionally bursting into frosty motes of snow as they smacked into the Thraxian’s armor. 
 
    Cryopistol was in one hand and the handle of his unsheathed laz-blade in the other, Decker hurtled toward the onrushing ogre-like warriors with their plasma axes held low. 
 
    The first axe flashed toward his neck at ferocious speed. Decker ducked it, side-stepped behind the warrior that had tried to decapitate him so that he effectively became a shield from the other Thraxian, then vaulted off the wall and over his adversary.  
 
    He landed behind the second Thraxian, pointed his cryopistol at where the thick neck met the base of the heavy skull, and squeezed the trigger as many times as he could before the first Thraxian’s plasma axe came flashing toward him again. 
 
    As the second Thraxian’s face exploded outward under the hail of point blank elemental projectiles, Decker threw himself against the wall nearest him and turned sideways. He jerked his head back, and the crackling blade of the plasma axe sank into the stonework as smoothly as if it had been hydraulic buffer gel. He raised his cryopistol but had the weapon knocked out of his hands by a savage chop. 
 
    Decker lashed out with a punch, as the Thraxian attempted to press his face into the fizzing blade. The Thraxian grunted and snarled, but released Decker’s head when the bounty hunter hit him again in the side. Decker dropped to his knees but had no time to regain his wits or bearings.  
 
    The Thraxian fighter lashed out with a kick that could have stove in the cargo bay door of the Farrago. It sent Decker flying down the corridor. He landed with a bone jarring crash, vision dimming despite the shock suit. 
 
    He rolled onto his back and was able to just get his arms up to block another humdinger kick. The force sent him sliding across the stone floor. The metal joins of his armor spat up sparks as they grated on the masonry. 
 
    Decker’s head rolled on his shoulders as he tried to figure out which of the three Thraxians heading toward him was the real one. He reached for his cryopistol, momentarily forgetting that he’d been disarmed of it.  
 
    “Shit,” he said, blood drooling down his chin. Dimly he hoped that the blood was just the result of a bitten tongue and not some internal injury. 
 
    The trio of advancing Thraxians coalesced into one as his opponent stomped toward him. He had retrieved his plasma axe from the wall and held it in a very purposeful way as he approached with grim inevitability.  
 
    Behind the huge green-skinned warrior, Craglin was sprinting up the hallway as fast as his stumpy legs and busted arm would allow. The Renkiddion looked a long way off in Decker’s pain fogged mind. It looked like the little madman would arrive right in time to get the best seat in the house for Decker’s decapitation, before his head became the next in line. 
 
    Suddenly, a great weight pressed down on Decker’s chest. The Thraxian had arrived and had planted one of its massive feet in the center of Decker’s armor. The sound of the motors whirring hard in an attempt to spread the load of the Thraxian’s weight across the armor filled Decker’s head. 
 
    The glow of the crackling green blade reflected in the cruel yellow eyes, glinted off the metal bands that bound the axe haft. 
 
    Decker’s left hand tightened around the handle of his laz-blade when his fists clenched in fury. In the next second, as if in answer to his mind and not his body, the blade snapped into being and he dragged it across the back of the Thraxian’s beefy ankle. 
 
    With an audible wet ping of releasing tension, the blade sliced cleanly through his enemy’s heel, severing the tendon. 
 
    The Thraxian roared out in pain and overbalanced. His hands flew up, and the plasma axe went somersaulting into the air. As his opponent collapsed, toppling on him,  Decker watched the plasma axe begin its inevitable fall toward him.  
 
    With a thrust of his mind, which was no easy task with his brain rattling in his skull with the beating he had just taken, he grabbed hold of the metal bands with his magnetism and flipped the axe over his head. 
 
    With an effort, he hauled himself forward and out of the way in a clumsy flop. The sound of the plasma axe hitting the floor rang in his ears, and the bellowing of the Thraxian was abruptly and mercifully cut off. 
 
    Decker sat up, spitting blood, his chest heaving. Slowly, he turned around and saw that the plasma axe had done what all battle axes are supposed to, only usually not to their owners.  
 
    The curved green energy blade was buried in the stone floor. A little distance away, the Thraxian’s head lay at the edge of a rapidly widening pool of blood. Decker thought it looked surprised. He didn’t blame it, he was a little taken aback himself. 
 
    A rough hand on his shoulder made him start. 
 
    “Well, that wasn’t neat, Captain Decker,” Craglin said breathlessly, “but it certainly did the job. Now, let’s get your big ass up. Ain’t no time for pissing about on the ground.” 
 
    “He’s right, cap,” Rosa said, coming to stand beside the Renkiddion. She had the unconscious symbiote under the arm, having dragged her down the hall. “This whole fucking place feels like it’s going to shake itself to pieces.” 
 
    “That would be precisely my prognosis, Rosa,” Lorelei’s voice said over the comms. “If the readings and Farrago’s calculations are correct, I would predict that the Imperial Palace structure will go past the tipping point and enter a large-scale cascade situation in the next thirteen to fourteen minutes.” 
 
    Decker hauled himself to his feet. His body ached from the kicks he had taken, but there’d be time to worry about the bruising or broken bones later. 
 
    Otherwise, there wouldn’t be a later. 
 
    “Lorelei,” he said, “bring the Farrago as close to the Imperial Palace as you can without running the risk of getting fired upon.” 
 
    “Decker, the palace is actually at the epicenter of the destabilization,” Lorelei replied evenly. “We would be putting the ship at risk just by landing there.” 
 
    “We’re not going to be able to get clear of the Imperial Palace’s surrounding grounds in under a quarter of an hour,” Decker said, lifting the third symbiote onto his shoulder once more. “So, we’re going to need a ride. That’s an order.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain Decker,” Lorelei said. 
 
    “How do things look out there, honey?” Rosa asked Lorelei. 
 
    “Um, I would say… erratic,” Lorelei replied. 
 
    “She means that people are running around in states of heightened panic,” Saavi clarified. “Those in the upper echelons of the Thraxian military must know what is happening, but from the little we have seen of the general populace, it is clear that the vast majority of Thrax’s people were completely ignorant as to the volatile state of the planet.” 
 
    Decker was about to ask how this could’ve been—surely there would have been earthquakes and shit like that to herald such a cataclysmic event—before he remembered what species he was talking about. The Thraxians weren’t the kind of people who invited questions. 
 
    “We’ll be out as soon as we can,” he said instead. “Keep a track of us and try to get as close to us as you can once we’re free of the citadel itself.” 
 
    “Copy that,” Saavi and Lorelei said together. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 32 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Shuddering and shaking of the Imperial Palace worsened. Cracks shot across the floors, up the walls, and over the ceilings. Explosions rocked the walls. Some sounded far off, others too close for comfort. Structures around Decker and his companions groaned, making the hallway they ran through feel more like the throat of a dying stony creature than a building. 
 
    They had a few more run-ins with the guards, but the Thraxians had a lot more important shit to concentrate on, than the infinitesimally three outlaws running about. 
 
    Eventually, after killing less than a dozen more unsuspecting and distracted warriors, and sustaining only one minor injury in the form of a shallow laceration to Rosa’s calf from a ricocheting spacer carbine round, the three bounty hunters made it outside. 
 
    “Holy shit, but this looks to me like it’s the last bloody game in town,” Craglin said, as the trio stopped under one of the many grandiose arched gateways that seemed to be the Thraxians favorite architectural touch. 
 
    Decker could only grunt his assent. He had an itch in his side that just wouldn’t quit, and the ribs on the left side were throbbing like they were going to be sending him some unpleasantly hefty bills once this day’s work was over. 
 
    The planet was collapsing around them.  
 
    The walls of the Imperial Palace were in the process of crumbling, or had already fallen in places, leaving huge rubble-strewn gaps through which people were sprinting this way and that. Decker could see the kind of molten orange glow that he connected with lava flashing and glowing on the sides of the massive towers of the palace, as if the plains beyond the citadel were burning and breaking up. 
 
    “That sure doesn’t look good,” Rosa said, pointing upward. 
 
    The Imperial Palace’s towers swayed, dancing to the caterwauling chorus of screams and panicked cries that were going up from all around. Nearer at hand, more shattered fissures were spreading through the ground. Rock was splitting like driftwood, molten rock leaking up through cracks in the ground in a rising tide of burning death. 
 
    With a sudden apocalyptic roar that caused a wall of cloud and smoke to explode out in an expanding ring, a line of black mountains marching on the far horizon, and just visible through the general smog of Thrax, erupted as volcanos. 
 
    It was little wonder how the planet had bred such a race of hardy, pissed off warriors. 
 
    They began to run, and not a moment too soon as it turned out.  
 
    When they were less than five hundred yards from the exterior walls of the palace, and had lost themselves in the milling multitude of rioting, panicking Thraxian locals, there was a concussive groaning boom that reverberated inside Decker’s chest. 
 
    He chanced a quick glance over shoulder, as the sounds of hysteria ratcheted up another few notches. The palace was collapsing in on itself. A wave of gritty dust hit him in the face and made him thankful for his goggles and breather. 
 
    “Don’t fucking stop!” Decker panted. “Don’t fucking look back. Just get to the damned ship!” 
 
    They sprinted for all they were worth. Even Craglin, who had all the athletic capabilities of a dead beaver, managed to keep up, propelled by the good, honest desire for self-preservation.  
 
    The noise of the mammoth stone structure falling behind them filled the world. Lesser buildings fell simply due to the astounding tumult of the collapse of the headquarters of the Thraxians. A great pall of dust, veined with flickering orange lightning, expanded outward. A wind that scoured the few patches of bare skin on the fleeing trio ripped through the streets. 
 
    “I guess that greedy motherfucker, Mauhul, won’t be getting his three-fingered mitts on any of that loot,” Craglin crowed delightedly. “Double-crossing son of a gun. I always said that greed was that one passion that grew stronger and sweeter the more you indulged it. Maybe I should have told the bastard.” 
 
    Decker hadn’t the breath to point out that the Renkiddion’s pockets were stuffed to bursting with enough credit chips to buy a small moon. He also refrained from debating that without the driving force of the inherent greed that seemed to be the calling card of all intelligent species, the expansion of humanity and their competing races would never have been possible. 
 
    As Decker darted right, leading the way down a crooked alleyway, he witnessed a Thraxian warrior get crushed by a falling piece of masonry five times his size. A moment later, a rattling hailstorm of small chips of rock descended upon them.  
 
    Decker and the others tried to shelter under the shallow eaves of the buildings, but one of the falling rocks still smacked him in the head. A second later, he felt the unmistakable tickling trickle of blood flowing down the side of his head. 
 
    “Cap, you’re—” Rosa yelled from behind him. 
 
    “There’s no fucking time!” Decker shouted back at her. 
 
    As they ran, Decker sent a hastily recorded encrypted voice message and fired it off to Tyk Allbeard. 
 
    “Tyk, it’s me, it’s—fuck, you know who it is! Look… When you get this, follow the transponder code to track my position. I don’t know where the hell you are, but I’ve got a feeling we might be in need of your services before we’re able to get the landing gear up off of this hellhole of a rock. It’d be nice to know that your fat ass was around somewhere.” 
 
    He sent the message and carried on, hoping that Tyk was within range and able to respond. 
 
    The streets of Thrax hadn’t exactly been what anyone might’ve called ordered and civilized to begin with, but now that the end of the world was, quite literally, nigh, things were really going to hell.  
 
    It looked like none of the Thraxian grunts had any idea as to what was happening. Some looked around with their plasma axes raised, as if they expected a storming enemy army to appear out of the fire and the dust. Others were taking the precautionary measure of gunning and hacking down anyone they took to be acting suspiciously. Judging by the amount of bodies lying in the street, that was mostly everyone. 
 
    As a rule of thumb, Decker and his crew avoided these clusters of indiscriminate Thraxians. There was no chance, or so Decker hoped, that they would be picked out in all the carnage as being the actual people responsible for this mess. He fervently hoped that the Thraxian’s top military brass hadn’t sent out a kill order for whoever had stolen their girl in a carbon gray suit. 
 
    The streets were deteriorating by the second. The trio wasn’t far from the Farrago, according to their omni-coms, but with each passing second, things were becoming more fraught. Mobs formed, as people without ships banded together to commandeer them to save their own asses. 
 
    Having weapons in hand seemed to be enough of an anti-argument to dissuade most people from trying to assail them. That and the girl slung over Decker’s shoulder. That and the killing look that glittered in his odd blue-green eyes. 
 
    A fissure opened in front of them with a noise like a bomb detonating. Without missing a beat, Decker leapt across. His powered shock suit took up the strain and he made it by a yard.  
 
    Rosa followed and then Craglin. The Renkiddion was not made for long jumping, but there were precious little other options open for him. He managed to get a toe to the far edge of the narrow chasm, but the creds in his pockets caused him to overbalance—and not in the right way. 
 
    “Shit!” the little man yelled, good arm spinning as he sought to right himself. 
 
    Rosa lunged forward and grabbed the Renkiddion by his mustaches. 
 
    Craglin screeched—a high-pitched scream of agony that came right from the heart— and then fell forward on his face. Safe. 
 
    Rosa waved her fingers in the air, dislodging the strands of wiry red facial hair that clung to them. She hauled the portly man to his feet, eyeing the remnants of his mustache critically, and then said, “Don’t worry, we can sort that shit out later.” 
 
    “Sort what shit out later?” the Renkiddion asked. 
 
    “Are you fucking kidding me? Let’s go!” Rosa screamed in his face, as a small meteor-like rock that had been vomited up from the bowels of the dying planet crashed through the roof of a welder’s shop nearby and flattened it. 
 
    As they reached the mouth of a street, Decker skidded to a halt and threw out his hand to catch Rosa from running into a stampede. 
 
    A strange, alien creature lumbered past on six gray legs, trumpeting in fright. The mournful sound of its distress call cut to the heart of Decker, even in the middle of everything going on around them. It was made only a little less innocent by the sight of the body of a Thraxian impaled upon the long central horn of the animal.   
 
    When they reached the ship, the extendable airlock came down to meet them. 
 
    They swarmed onboard, throwing off their powered shock suits, and divesting themselves of weapons. Moving up through the ship’s levels, they let the small personnel elevators haul the unconscious symbiote upward. 
 
    Decker helped Rosa carry the symbiote through into the medical deck and lay her on a gurney. The bed secured the unconscious woman gently to itself, the gel-filled cushioning tightening around her ankles and wrists to hold her in case she suffered any seizures. Sets of needles then slid out of the bed into key points in her body and started streaming her vitals up onto the screens around them. 
 
    “Do you need any—?” Decker started to say, but Rosa waved him off. 
 
    “This is my world, cap,” she said. “You let me do my thing and go and do yours. Get us back into the comforting quiet that comes with traveling at faster than light speed.” 
 
    Craglin made to leave with Decker, but Rosa called him back. 
 
    “Hey, short-ass, stick around a while and I’ll clean up that wound in your shoulder a little better,” she said. 
 
    Craglin winked at her. “I’m going to have to play hard to get, darlin’. As much as it pains me. The big man might need my help on the flight deck or in engineering before we get out. Besides, my arm’s holding up just fine. No point wasting your time and medical supplies if we get smacked by a big thermonuclear kiss anyway, is there?” 
 
    “Well, when you put it like that,” Rosa said, bestowing on the portly little figure one of those smiles that hit like a solar flare. “Get the fuck out here.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Craglin said. 
 
    When they made it up to the main control deck, Decker threw himself into the pilot’s chair. 
 
    “Lorelei,” he said, “prepare to—” 
 
    The Farrago gave a sickening lurch and tilted alarmingly to stern. There was a soft moan as the vestrite—the incredible metal that the living starship was crafted from—absorbed the stresses and settled. 
 
    “What,” Decker said, his hands hovering over the controls, “was that?” 
 
    Lorelei materialized in a soft haze of blue light and spoke with her usual sanguine matter-of-factness, “Our rear landing struts have gone through a weakened section of Thrax’s rapidly deteriorating crust. It would seem that the angle of our stern thrusters are now impeding our ability to take off. As soon as we engage the reactor and unleash any kind of real power, our plume will likely cause the ground beneath us to give way and fall into the crevasse.” 
 
    There was another sickening lurch, which caused Decker to involuntarily hold his breath. 
 
    “We’re slipping backward anyway, aren’t we?” he said. 
 
    “Yes,” Lorelei said as Saavi joined them at the control deck. 
 
    “So we’re fucked if we stay and fucked if we don’t, thanks to the ground breaking apart,” Decker said. 
 
    “Succinctly put, Decker,” Lorelei said. “So, I’d like to take this opportunity to thank you for helping us retrieve our sister, Apricis.” 
 
    “Apricis?” Decker asked. Then, “You think we’re all about to die, don’t you?” he said in a deadpan voice. 
 
    “Whilst I hope we don’t, the data available to me is heavily indicative of us perishing here, yes,” Lorelei said. 
 
    “I knew Miss Hawkes would have been wasting her time patching me up,” Craglin said. 
 
    The omni-com on Decker’s forearm pulsed hotly, signaling an urgent incoming communique. He raised his arm, and a live link to Tyk Allbeard appeared. Space was too vast for live communications, meaning Tyk was nearby. With a slide of his finger, Decker accepted the connection. 
 
    Tyk’s face appeared as a three-dimensional representation floating just above the omni-com’s screen. 
 
    “Decker, you look like you’re in the shit, as usual, kid,” he said. 
 
    “Tyk, for once, you might be right,” Decker replied. 
 
    Twin set of dull thunks shook the hull of the Farrago.   
 
    “I’ve just lowered some neodymium salvage magnets down to you,” Tyk said. 
 
    “Neodymium?” Decker said, though he was immensely relieved. “Haven’t you got something a little more this century?” 
 
    Tyk ignored him. “From what I see, that ledge your ship is sitting on isn’t going to last long. I’ll get some tension in the cables, but I don’t know if the Opus Equi is going to be able to lift that thing in this gravity.”  
 
    The Opus Equi was the ship that Tyk had bought after losing the Fortune to Decker. As Tyk was all too fond of telling people, she had a lot of character. Decker, if he was ever within earshot of this remark, always added that she was about forty years past her prime—like her captain. 
 
    “You want me to engage the reactor and burn as soon as you’ve got the tension on, old man?” Decker asked. 
 
    “That’s what I taught you. Isn’t it, kid?” Tyk replied. 
 
    The Farrago emitted another little moan. 
 
    “All right, let’s do it,” Decker said into the omni-com. “It doesn’t sound like she’s going to last much longer at any rate. I’m adding you to our comms channel.” 
 
    Tyk’s face winked out as Decker motioned for Lorelei to add him onto their encrypted channel. 
 
    “Ready when you are, old timer,” Decker said. 
 
    It was at times like this that he felt a little sad that the religions of old had faded out. Couldn’t exactly send a prayer to the universe, seeing as the cold logic of said universe had put them in that spot in the first place.   
 
    A subtle jolt passed through the Farrago’s hull. Checking the hull mounted cameras, Decker noticed the bright yellow shape of the Opus Equi above them, as well as the two thick cables connected by powerful magnets to the Farrago’s hull. The cables were thrumming with tension. 
 
    “All right, Lorelei, fire the reactor and let’s get in the air,” Decker said. 
 
    “I’m calculating that the likelihood of this working is—” Lorelei began. 
 
    “Jeez, don’t tell us that, love,” Craglin said, cutting her off. “If we’re going to snuff it, we might as well get a surprise out of it.” 
 
    Lorelei looked at Decker once more. 
 
    The bounty hunter nodded. 
 
    The reactor hummed into life down below. A moment later, a plume of pale turquoise flame erupted from the main stern exhaust thrusters. A second or so after that, the ledge the Farrago had been teetering on collapsed. 
 
    There was an awful moment of weightlessness, made all the worse by the return of the heavy Thraxian gravity. Then, with Lorelei feeding more fuel into the reactor, the space-cruiser got herself airborne and began clawing herself skyward. 
 
    “Cut the cable connection now,” Decker said to Tyk. 
 
    The power to the magnets was cut, the cables swung free, and the Opus Equi gained altitude. 
 
    The verbal backslapping, genial ribbing, and relief that was shared over the airwaves between the two ships after this maneuver was short-lived. 
 
    Farrago and Opus Equi weren’t the only space-cruisers taking to the air. A horde of imperial Thraxian warships had been stirred. Some hovered over the city like vultures cruising the thermals, waiting for a dying man to drop, but there were more taking off to join the flock. Decker hoped that they were evacuating ships, but something in his gut told him that wasn’t the case. 
 
    “Chances are that they’ve been drawn to our position by the sudden appearance of Tyk’s bright yellow cruiser,” he muttered. 
 
    “He did just save our lives,” Lorelei said. 
 
    “Yeah, but for how long?” Decker growled. “I’ve been telling the silly old bastard to get a respray for the Opus Equi for years now.” 
 
    “There is another small fleet of ships taking off too, Decker,” Saavi said. 
 
    The symbiote was at one of the workstations on the main control deck, monitoring the lidar and radar displays. 
 
    “Any idea who they are?” Decker asked. 
 
    Saavi frowned. “It would seem to be a more eclectic group of ships that have launched from the base of one of the previously extinct volcanoes,” she said, tapping on the screen. She brought up lidar images of ship shapes, as well as reactor identifiers. “They seem to be a mix of heavily modified craft. Certainly not military spec. At least, not to start with.” 
 
    “I doubt they’re going to be our friends, but maybe the Thraxian military hate them more than they hate us.” Decker moved his jaw deliberately from side to side. The wound on the top of his head had stopped bleeding, no doubt thanks to the dust and grit that had been so heavy in the air. One side of his face was now caked with dried blood though, and it was not the most comfortable sensation. 
 
    “I think that is doubtful,” Lorelei said. “I—that is to say the Farrago—just intercepted a targeted and unencrypted message from one of the lead ships aimed at us.” 
 
    “Play it,” Decker said. 
 
    Mauhul’s face, copper-capped tusks glinting evilly, leered out from every monitor on the main control deck. 
 
    “Decker, I see that alien ship you fly, eh!” the Thraxian underworld kingpin said. “I’m comin’ for you, fly boy. Coming for the prize you stole from me. No pink-skin is going to get the better of Mauhul.” 
 
    The screens went blank. 
 
    Decker sighed. Then he thumbed his omni-com and hailed Tyk. 
 
    “Don’t tell me you need saving again already, junior,” the older man said on answering. 
 
    “No, but I just wanted to give you a heads-up that we’ve got bandits incoming from sector seventeen.” 
 
    Tyk’s voice lost its jolly brevity, when he replied. “Copy that, Decker. Are they coming for you, boy?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. In a big way.” 
 
    “What did you do to them?” 
 
    “Why would you assume I did anything to them?” Decker retorted. “Look, the point is they’re definitely coming for us. I’d recommend burning on out of here and entering jump-space as quickly as you can.” 
 
    “Might be easier said than done, kid,” Tyk replied. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Talk to whoever is running astrogation on that fancy-ass new ship of yours. I’ll do my best to cover your ass.” 
 
    “Copy that, you old fuck. Good luck,” Decker replied. 
 
    “Happy hunting, kid.” 
 
    Decker turned to Lorelei. “What did he mean about getting to jump-space being easier said than done?” 
 
    “I was going to tell you,” the blonde woman said, “but the Thraxians have managed to recalibrate their exo-atmospheric defense systems and get them back online.” 
 
    “You’re telling me that we can’t get into orbit without getting blown to smithereens?” Decker asked.  
 
    “We could run the risk,” Lorelei said, evidently weighing her words with care. “They would have to make the firing calculations manually, but…” 
 
    “But you still think we’d be hard put to stay up there?” Craglin asked. “Like a bloke walking with hard-on into a sausage making machine.” 
 
    Lorelei’s brow furrowed slightly, as it often did when she had to converse with the Renkiddion. 
 
    “It would be difficult,” she said. “And the odds would not be in our favor. Especially whilst avoiding multiple enemy vessels and other external stimuli.” 
 
    “Better to fight for the time being, you reckon?” Decker asked. 
 
    Lorelei nodded. “For the time being. At least until the exo-atmospheric defense systems are knocked out again.” 
 
    Sitting in the pilot seat, Decker nodded, but stopped when his head bloomed with pain. He slid his hand into the biometric weapon systems and took hold of the throttle stick. 
 
    “Right then,” he said resignedly. “For the time being, we fight. Everyone strap in.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 33 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ships fighting in space was a lot more about tactics, defensive countermeasures, and the individual qualities and weaknesses of the ships involved than it was, necessarily, about those people flying and manning them. The distances involved were usually so enormous that guile and cunning played as much, if not more, importance in whether a ship survived or not as its pilot’s skill at the helm. 
 
    The computers on most warcraft space-cruisers were so powerful that most possible trajectories for any ship could be calculated, and thus anticipated during a fight, on both sides.  
 
    This effectively meant that all the combatants in a pitched space battle could see into the future and get a rough idea of how things were going to play out. This strange future omniscience was actually an extremely good deterrent in most situations, as it meant that both parties were aware of the most likely outcome to any confrontation. 
 
    However, there was always an element of chance; that line of risk that some pilots and captains were willing to run. The place where such maneuvers as cutting your reactor and using your thrusters to change course and trajectory came in. If you had adequate stealth technology—lidar disruptors, radar repelling or absorbent hulls, and other such monitoring countermeasures—it was possible to outwit computers, whose very nature meant that they prioritized the most statistically likely scenarios first. 
 
    If you were lucky enough. 
 
    If you were desperate enough. 
 
    If you were fucking crazy enough. 
 
    In short, fighting in space was more often than not a case of who had the most raw power at their disposal; the best ship defenses, the deadliest weapons system, the better stocked torpedo bays. 
 
    On the surface, where ships swam through the comparatively soupy atmosphere of whatever planet they were fighting on, the equation got a bit more complex.  
 
    In atmosphere, the road to victory favored those who employed agility over raw power in dealing with their opponents. In atmosphere, the capabilities of even the most advanced weapons and computer systems were limited by the massively reduced distances and times that lay between the vessels. 
 
    Sub-orbital battles were where a skilled pilot reigned supreme. It was where the men and women of the Unofficial Consortium of Bounty Hunters proved their worth and made their fortunes. 
 
    At least that’s what the old dogs told the new recruits, while they sat at the bar and swapped tales of times gone by. 
 
    Decker took manual control of the Farrago and headed straight for a clump of grotty, soot-stained towers that still somehow stood on the outskirts of the central part of the Thraxians main city center. 
 
    “We haven’t got the numbers, so we’re going to need to use everything we have at our disposal to make their numbers count for less,” he said aloud. He was talking to anyone who was listening.  
 
    He knew what their odds were. He didn’t need a computer to calculate them, although he was sure that Lorelei could have let him know in a matter of seconds. 
 
    Their odds were shit. 
 
    “What are you going to do, Decker?” Lorelei asked. 
 
    “You can’t predict that?” he asked, his eyes glued to the displays all around him, which were currently giving him a little over a one hundred and eighty degree field of vision. 
 
    “I could,” Lorelei admitted, “but I feel that you would only prove those predictions to be grossly inaccurate.” 
 
    Decker grinned to himself, as he swung the Farrago through the middle of the cluster of towers and out of the other side. A small klaxon blared intermittently, warning him of his proximity to his environment, but shut off when the tail-end of the space-cruiser took out a corner of one floor. 
 
    “Shit, I hope you’re right,” he said. “Craglin, pull the rear cameras up and watch our ass, will you? I think I might have clipped someone’s apartment there.” 
 
    “Already on it, mate,” the Renkiddion said. “Also, I’ve armed and readied the heavy railguns—got the coils humming real nice. Anti-asteroid cannons are also online and ready to put a few holes in things if and when you need ‘em.”   
 
    “Wait for my word,” Decker said. 
 
    “Yeah righto, big man.” 
 
    “As for what I’m going to do, I’m going to do what I always do when I don’t have a plan: observe, orient, decide, and then, if we’re still alive after all that bullshit, act.” 
 
    “That actually sounds like a commendable approach, Captain Decker,” Saavi commented approvingly. 
 
    “Everyone always sounds so surprised when I say something that hints at the fact that I might have the vaguest notion as to what I’m doing,” Decker muttered. Out of the corner of his eye, he thought he saw Lorelei smile. 
 
    “I think all of us here trust your judgment, Decker,” the blonde symbiote said. “Ever since we met, I have been pleasantly surprised by your on-the-fly tactics.” 
 
    “You do seem to have the secret recipe to winning, mate,” Craglin chimed in. “That, or you’re the luckiest son of a bitch that I ever met.” 
 
    “I’m still unsure about the notion of luck,” Saavi said.  
 
    Decker continued to weave the Farrago through the clump of high-rise Thraxian buildings, doing his best to keep one of them between them and the lurking Thraxian ships. He was playing for time, hoping that either the Thraxian’s terrestrial defense arrays would go offline again, or the incoming ships of Mauhul would distract them from the Farrago.  
 
    “If luck were a thing, it would be quantifiable,” Lorelei continued. 
 
    “And I guess the amount of times that I should’ve died but didn’t doesn’t count as quantifiable,” Decker said, dropping their ship down so that it was skimming the roofs of some of the burning, half rubble buildings below them, its thrusters kicking dust and grit out in all directions. 
 
    “I shouldn’t think so,” Saavi said.  
 
    “I always reckoned that life, or the universe if you like, was like a big old gumbo made of equal parts of good luck and bad luck, you know,” Craglin said. 
 
    “What, and you get dished up what you get dished up, like it or not?” Decker said as the Farrago flashed a warning that it had taken a burst of futile small arms fire from below. “If you don’t get a gristly hunk of bad luck, somebody else will have to get it in your place and have a chew on it?” 
 
    “I was going to say that most of the time it tastes all right, though occasionally you might find an overly spicy pocket that makes your eyes run,” the Renkiddion said. “And, at the end of the day, good luck or bad, everyone is destined to get the runs to some degree. Your analogy is probably prettier though, mate.” 
 
    “We might not be able to measure it, but there’s always the same amount of good and bad luck out there,” Decker said. “You can’t get rid of the bad luck either, just as you can’t use up all the good luck. You can only move them around your plate. And even if you’re unrealistic to think that you can move just the bad luck about your plate, there’s always some good luck that goes with it.” 
 
    “You’re saying that no one can ever alter the overall ratio of good to bad luck?” Saavi asked. 
 
    Decker shrugged, unable to speak as he watched the radar closely, keeping an eye on the incoming mix of Mauhul’s ships. 
 
    “I think the good captain is just saying that all anyone can do is keep the gumbo mixed up so that neither good nor bad luck solidifies,” Craglin said. “It’s when shit gets coagulated that things get a little ropey.” 
 
    “Yeah, if the universe is like a gumbo,” Decker muttered, “you want to keep stirring it often and generously, or all the scum rises to the top.” 
 
    “Hey, cap,” Rosa’s voice said over the interior comms, “judging by all the pitching and weaving, I guess you’re playing for time. You got a plan on how we might actually be able to win our way out of here?” 
 
    Decker cut the lateral thrusters and dropped the Farrago into a low hover. On the radar and lidar screens the variously-shaped dots that signified differently-sized enemy ships moved smoothly around them. The Thraxians had not drawn a bead on them yet, or painted them with a laser, which was surprising.  
 
    Decker guessed that they were still trying to figure out what the unfamiliar symbiote craft was. It was that, or they were getting instructions from their high command, telling them that there was most likely a prized asset on the Farrago and that they should avoid destroying the vessel at all costs for as long as they could. 
 
    “You want to field the whole how we win question, Lorelei?” he asked the beautiful blonde standing alert and ready in the hatchway of the flight deck.  
 
    “In order to win, we should operate at a faster tempo or rhythm than our adversaries—or, better yet, get inside the Thraxian’s minds,” she said. “Being able to do so should result in our activities coming across as ambiguous or unpredictable, thereby, hopefully, generating confusion and disorder amongst our opponents.” 
 
    “Sounds to me like you’ve been studying at the School of Decker, honey,” Rosa said drily. 
 
    “Sounds to me like a really longwinded, smartass way of saying that we should just bloody well hope for the best, cross our fingers and toes, and fly by the seats of our fucking bio-suits,” Craglin said. 
 
    Decker snorted. “Same old plan, then.” 
 
    “Same old plan,” Rosa repeated. 
 
    “I’m unfamiliar with the expression, and am unsure how one would go about flying an advanced spacecraft with their posteriors,” Lorelei said, with a seriousness that made Decker want to laugh and pull her to him all at once, “but I was hoping that seemingly random actions made with alacrity would be beneficial to us, since our adversaries would be unable to generate mental images or ideas that agreed with the threatening, as well as faster, transient rhythms or patterns of our movements, which they would be competing against.” 
 
    A moment of silence followed as the rest of the non-symbiote crew digested this.  
 
    Then, Craglin said, “I swear you’re just telling us to fucking wing it, love.” 
 
    “Lorelei, what are our defenses like?” Decker asked. “That data that I uploaded to you, the stuff that Apricis gave us, has that given us anything extra under the skin of this baby?” 
 
    “Well, Decker, I didn’t have time to list it, but yes, the data that the Thraxians were trying to procure from Apricis has improved the Farrago. I don’t know if you noticed the slight difference in color when you were coming onboard, but—” 
 
    “Darlin’, you don’t notice too much of nothing when the ground you’re legging it over is about to give way and the mountains are crumbling all around,” Craglin pointed out. 
 
    “Well, the hull integrity has been ameliorated four-fold. Physical damage from our environment and from all kinds of small arms fire has been negated to almost nothing,” Lorelei said. 
 
    Decker nodded. That sounded fantastic, especially if this fight turned low-level. 
 
    Lorelei closed her eyes briefly, as if she was thinking, though Decker thought it more likely that she was accessing the ship’s armory and defense systems. 
 
    “We also have new KBPs—kinetic barrier plates,” she said. 
 
    “Never heard of them,” Decker said. “Do they give us some kind of enhanced armor?” 
 
    “In a way,” Lorelei said. “In essence, they are a grid of plates, situated between the internal and external hull layers, which deploy an automatic outward defensive gravitic force.” 
 
    “Plates that let off, as needed, a physical force that intercepts incoming material objects?” Craglin said. His voice was filled with an inventor’s and a tinkerer’s curiosity. “Do these KBPs shield against massless radiation, love?” 
 
    “No,” Lorelei said, who looked impressed at the question.  
 
    “Presumably then, they don’t attempt to directly retard incoming projectiles; rather, their job is to give the fuckers a little nudge to the side, imposing enough sideways vector on them to generate a miss on the Farrago, is that right?” Craglin asked, his eyes were still locked on the screen in front of him, monitoring the rear of the living starship, but his thoughts were clearly turned inward. Decker couldn’t see the little man’s face, but he could practically hear his mind whirring. 
 
    “That’s right,” Lorelei said, raising her eyebrow as she and Decker exchanged looks. 
 
    “How do they go against railgun rounds?” Craglin asked. 
 
    “The result is range dependent,” Lorelei told the Renkiddion. 
 
    “Lorelei, all those specifics will be really interesting to discuss in a less immediately dangerous situation as this,” Decker said, “but right now, can you tell me whether there are any other defensive measures I need to know about? Anything that can or needs to be deployed manually.” 
 
    “We now have the software capabilities, and resultant access, for the outward defensive drone complement stored in the ship’s belly,” Lorelei said. 
 
    Decker let out an exhalation of mingled relief and professional gratification. He had always wanted to install defensive drones on the Fortune, but had never come close to having the credits needed for that kind of upgrade. 
 
    “They have full autonomous or manual swarm capabilities?” he asked the symbiote. 
 
    Lorelei nodded. 
 
    Decker, with both hands occupied at the controls, could not punch the air, so he gave it a little headbutt instead. Outward defense drones were probably the most handy and versatile defensive tool available to a ship’s captain during space warfare—though not quite as helpful when the fighting was taking place in the close confines of planetary atmosphere. 
 
    “That’s a captain’s wet dream,” Decker said. “Tell me about them.” 
 
    “This particular symbiote-designed and programmed model can be used as electronic warfare platforms to obscure the Farrago’s reactor signature and make it harder to be recognized,” Lorelei said. 
 
    “Yep,” Decker said, gently maneuvering the Farrago around the side of a building while he hugged the deck as closely as he could in an attempt to bamboozle the radar of the Thraxian ships. 
 
    “They can also be used as participants in the kinetic-barrier generation and point-defense grid.”. 
 
    “Meaning they can clamp themselves to the hull and repair it, even during high-G maneuvers, big man,” Craglin clarified. 
 
    A thrill of delight passed through Decker. He had hoped that these drones would have such a capacity, but on hearing that they actually did was like a soothing cloth being pressed to his brow. Instantaneous repairs, delivered while in combat, were not to be sniffed at. 
 
    “I’m guessing that they can also be utilized as additional sensors, probes, and scouts within limited range?” he asked. 
 
    “That’s right, Decker,” Lorelei said, “and, ultimately, should it be necessary, they can be deployed as sacrificial platforms capable of physically intercepting incoming projectiles or autonomous kill conveyances before they reach the ship itself.” 
 
    Basically, Decker had a moveable robotic shield at his disposal. One that could intercept torpedoes and the like, should all other countermeasures fail. 
 
    “I think you’ll find that all of that shit might come in handy a lot sooner than you might have anticipated, big man,” Craglin suddenly said. “We have incoming Thraxian ships heading right for the Farrago’s assh—” 
 
    “Taking evasive maneuvers,” Decker said. “Rosa, are you and Apricis strapped in down there?” 
 
    “Sure are, cap,” Rosa replied through comms. “Lorelei, give me access to the asteroid defense cannons on the displays down here, honey.” 
 
    “Done and done, Rosa,” Lorelei replied. 
 
    “All right,” Decker said. “Weapons systems ready. Craglin, be ready with the railguns on my mark. Kill or disable, in atmosphere it’s all the same result. Lorelei, you’re in charge of defensive countermeasures. Use your best judgment—and before you say it, yeah, I know that’s the only kind of judgment you have. Here we go.” 
 
    The Farrago swept out from behind the buildings it had been sheltering behind, nitrogen thrusters hissing in controlled bursts, like some kind of malicious predatory insect. Decker was experienced enough to know that the final punch in these kinds of fights usually went to the ship that got the first one in—usually, they were one in the same thing. 
 
    Seeing the small Thraxian fleet arrayed in front of him, not only on lidar but through the monitors acting as windows, filled Decker with a momentary thrill of dread. 
 
    Yep, there they are, he thought, just as the lidar told you. Now, fucking focus, and stay alive. 
 
    There were a mix of different ships, all with different maneuvering proficiencies, weapons payloads, and defensive acumen. While their designs were all alien to his eyes—Thraxian ships often only being seen by those who they shortly killed in battle—Decker could make some educated guesses as to the kinds of ships they were akin to. 
 
    There were one hundred ton scout ships, a handful of nimble five-meter long fighters that looked like little wedges of of iron floating in the sky, a couple of shuttle escorts about the same size as the Farrago, doubtlessly armed in spite of their usually purely transport role, and, to his dismay, one sixty-meter long, four hundred ton patrol cruiser. 
 
    “Fucking hell,” Rosa said over the comms, relieving Decker of the need to say the words himself. 
 
    “Win or die, people, those are options!” Decker growled. “Now, let’s get to work. Craglin, Saavi, Rosa, give them hell.” 
 
    As the Farrago moved with a dexterity no other space-cruiser could match, Decker felt a thrumming judder pass through the freshly strengthened hull.  
 
    “One away,” Craglin said, then burst into a peel of vaguely disgusting, crackling laughter. “Fuck, but I’ve always wanted to say that!” 
 
    The solid railgun round cut through a building as easily as if the stone and metal had been toffee, sending the top third of it tumbling into the street below. As the severed top third of the structure crushed some milling Thraxians, the railgun round hit one of the little agile fighters and blew it into metal confetti. 
 
    From there on out, the Thraxians knew just where they stood and, more importantly, where this strange ship that had been dodging their scanners and scopes stood. 
 
    “They’re lighting up on the port side,” Rosa said. 
 
    “They’re firing from the starboard side,” Saavi informed everyone. 
 
    “Kinetic barrier plates activated,” Lorelei said. 
 
    There were a few scrapes and shocks, as the KBPs failed to turn aside all the projectiles. Red warning lights lit Decker’s displays as he guided the living starship through the smog and attempted to get a lock on another one of the enemy ships. 
 
    There would be no question of any of them firing their nuclear torpedoes at each other. Not down here. Not where the nukes could do such massive damage.  
 
    That said, Decker had to concede that if the Thraxian high command knew that their planet was doomed for certain, there might be a chance that they would just try and take down as many of those they deemed as ‘the enemy’ as possible before they succumbed to the inevitable. 
 
    Projectiles of all kinds flashed and flickered through the air. The Farrago, at the hands of Decker, pirouetted and turned low across the Thraxian cityscape, while gauss rounds ate up the environment around it.  
 
    Buildings were reduced to rubble by the furious barrage. Any person unfortunate to be within ten feet of a passing gauss projectile was reduced to red mist and miscellaneous body parts. 
 
    The Farrago’s upgraded stealth technology appeared to thwart the Thraxian laser guidance systems, completely preventing them from locking on. 
 
    Decker piloted the space-cruiser with an ease that might’ve astonished him had he the time to think. His mind was focused on dodging out of the more obvious lines of fire, trying to steer into decent position for his crew to whittle down the enemy before Mauhul and his team of space pirates arrived on the— 
 
    “Here come those sons of bitches you were warning me about, kid!” Tyk’s voice said, coming loud and urgent through the ship’s comms. “I’m just going to hold my position until they have passed me and then drop in behind them.” 
 
    “We have them on scopes,” Lorelei told Decker. “It is most definitely those vessels belonging to the vile Thraxian who hailed you only a few moments ago.” 
 
    “Great,” Decker muttered. The word barely came out coherently, his teeth were clenched so tightly together. 
 
    A flash in the corner of his caused one of his displays to darken for a moment. 
 
    “Yee-ha, enemy fucking down!” Rosa crowed. 
 
    A scout ship plunged nose down into the ground and exploded in a bright ball of sizzling white reactor fire, taking out a large section of the already fucked city. 
 
    The celebration was short-lived. As Decker pulled the Farrago into a high-G dive, the vessel was rocked by an impact that sent alerts flashing across the board. 
 
    “Report!” Decker shouted. 
 
    “I think that might have been a direct heavy railgun hit,” Craglin said, with the slightly stunned air of a man who had just had a bullet pass up his sleeve. 
 
    “Where?” Decker shot at him. 
 
    “Belowdecks,” Lorelei said as Craglin sent a railgun round of his own back at the offending ship and blew it out of the sky. “Looks like it was a clean in and out, Decker.” 
 
    “Why am I getting all these fucking red lights flashing at me?” Decker growled. He yanked his hand right and down, and the Farrago plunged in a tight spin. “Is anything critical hit?” 
 
    “Negative,” Lorelei replied as the space-cruiser whirled so low to the ground that its downward thrusters bowled over a platoon of Thraxian warriors trying to bring it down with spacer carbines. “The artificial gravity network is offline. That’s all.” 
 
    “What if we get the chance to get off-world?” Decker shot at the blonde symbiote, as he pushed forward on the throttle to put the Farrago out of the sights of what was probably one of Mauhul’s ships, but could have been one of the official Thraxian vessels. “What’s the hull integrity like?” 
 
    “Not compromised,” Lorelei said. 
 
    “Big man, evade, evade!” Craglin suddenly yelped. “Our tail…” 
 
    A readout to Decker’s left flashed up with a view from the stern of the Farrago. One of Mauhul’s mongrel ships, all cobbled together and mean-looking as a junkyard dog, had swung up behind them and into a prime firing position.  
 
    Even as Decker’s muscles tensed to rip the Farrago into a corkscrewing ascent dive, he saw a heavy railgun drop down from a hatch on the belly of the small cutter-sized craft. 
 
    Then, the display darkened as the enemy was ripped apart by a hail of gauss rounds that basically cut it cleanly in half before the reactor blew.  
 
    The Farrago was buffeted by the turbulent shockwave that accompanied the detonation. Decker managed to get the ship under control, but still barely missed the bright yellow form of the Opus Equi, their savior.  
 
    “Shit, kid!” Tyk Allbeard’s voice said over the coms. “I taught you to fly better than that, didn’t I?” 
 
    Decker had no time to shoot shit with the old man, whose ship wheeled away as a streak of glowing hot gauss rounds hissed past him. 
 
    Sweat trickled down Decker’s back, regardless of the perfect levels that Lorelei was running the environmental control and life support system at. Death flew at them from the enemy crafts, and buildings zipped past at intense speeds. One mistake could end them. 
 
    Goddamn, he was nervous. Goddamn, he was tense. 
 
    But, goddamn, deep down there was a not insubstantial part of him that rejoiced and came fully alive at times like this. 
 
    It was that part of his humanity that not too many other people were acquainted with. It was only those in the military, or the more nefarious sectors such as the criminal, the bounty hunting, or the hired assassin worlds, were familiar with. It was that part of him that was quietly aware just how fragile life was, but threw themselves in harm’s way all the same. 
 
    The reasons for doing so might differ from person to person, but the adrenaline-packed thrill was surely the same. 
 
    Small arms fire clattered off the hull yet again, speckling the front of the Farrago as it shot past soulless blocky high-rise. Decker turned the Farrago as nimby as if it had been perched on the pinnacle of a spinning top.  
 
    While the small arms fire continued to ineffectually pepper the hull of the living starship, a couple more of Mauhul’s vessels swept in from the left. One of them was trailing a stream of gray smoke behind it, as if its thrusters were giving it trouble. 
 
    “Kill them, Craglin,” Decker said coldly. 
 
    “You don’t have to tell me twice, mate,” the Renkiddion quipped, smiling that devilish smile of his. 
 
    The pair of space pirates shot toward the hovering Farrago. The first moved to pass the high-rise on the left, the other on the right. Meanwhile, the eager Thraxian warriors who had taken up the elevated position were gesturing to one of their number, who appeared to be slinging something up onto his muscled shoulder. 
 
    It was some kind of anti-ship launcher. 
 
    The Farrago thrummed once more, as Craglin let loose with another railgun round. His aim was off, only managing to slice through the exterior hull plating of a space pirate vessel. It was a bad miss, seeing as the target was coming at them practically head on. 
 
    Decker felt a curse rise in his throat, but it died there as the scene unfolded. 
 
    The clipped pirate vessel veered into a sideways corkscrew and punched into the high-rise. The explosion must have torn out the back of the building and sent shrapnel scything through a section of four floors with the result that it blasted most of the warriors out of the windows in an expanding ball of orange flame. 
 
    The Thraxian carrying the anti-ship launcher plummeted, screeching, from his position, letting loose the missile in his panic. 
 
    Trailing a tongue of turquoise fire, the missile struck the pirate vessel in a grand explosion. 
 
    “Did you mean to do that shit?” Decker yelled over his shoulder at the Renkiddion, as he banked the Farrago into a steep upward dive. “Please tell me that was some expert Renkiddion geometry and you meant to do that.” 
 
    There was a meaningful pause; a gap opening into which an ocean of unspoken words of truth could have poured. 
 
    “Yes,” Craglin said. “Yes. I… That’s exactly what happened. What you just said. Geometry. Yeah.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 34 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Thraxian cityscape had deteriorated into the graveyard of a full-on aerial battle. Space-cruisers were falling out of the sky left, right, and center. 
 
    “It’s a beautiful thing when the enemy of your enemy turns out to be your enemy, but also inadvertently your friend,” Tyk called over the radio, as Decker saw the bright yellow shape of the Opus Equi blast across the sky, trailing smog and a couple of little Thraxian fighters. “At least it’s not just us against the Thraxians, it’s us against the Thraxians and whoever the hell these rogue friends of yours are.” 
 
    “Haven’t you got more to do than wax with that fucking bullshit philosophy?” Decker asked, pointing the nose of the Farrago skyward, thinking that he would help the old bounty hunter shake his tail. “You’ve got a working radar on that thing, don’t you? You’ve got a pair of Mauhul’s boys on your six.” 
 
    “I don’t know who Mauhul is, but don’t you worry about his boys, junior,” came the dismissive reply. 
 
    To Decker’s surprise, the thruster plume of the Opus Equi abruptly cut off. With no power, Tyk’s craft dropped out of the air like a big-ass yellow stone. The pilots of the chasing pirate craft must have been equally nonplussed, because they shot straight over the powerless ship. 
 
    In the next moment, the reactor flared back into life, the exhaust plume lit up once more, and the nose of Tyk’s ship came up. Another couple of seconds passed, and the two Thraxian fighters were wiped out. One of them popped like a bubble in a shower of flame and debris, while the other was sent careening downward to smash through the roof of a huge warehousing complex.  
 
    “Not bad, old man,” Decker said, veering the Farrago into a hard right to evade an outpouring of gauss rounds. “Looks like you still have it.” 
 
    “Shit, what made you think I ever lost it, kid?” Tyk replied.  
 
    “Now that would’ve been a trick-shot, if you managed to hit that scout sh—” Decker started to say. 
 
    The warehouse that the fighter had plowed into erupted with the violence of a bursting lava dome. All of the displays in the Farrago’s flight and main control decks dimmed to shield the eyes of the crew from the nova bright explosion that shredded the buildings in a half mile radius of the warehouse. 
 
    “Must have been a munitions factory!” Craglin said gleefully.   
 
    The colossal fireball that erupted upward was so enormous, and a Thraxian scout ship flying low was engulfed in the pall of flowering flame. Then, with a cracking, echoing boom that went nicely with the general destruction of the planet, the Thraxian vessel detonated too.  
 
    The few buildings still standing in the immediate vicinity toppled like cards. Over the roar of the gargantuan eruption of fire and smoke and displaced energy, the brief wail of a thousand doomed souls rose and was lost as about four square blocks were turned to ash. 
 
    It was at about this time that Decker allowed himself to hope that he, his crew, and Tyk might be able to get off Thrax relatively unscathed. This feeling was allowed to burgeon when Lorelei suddenly informed them the Thraxian’s exoatmospheric interception array had been knocked out. It’d been done by a massive seismic heave that had swallowed a good section of the Thraxian capital and replaced it with a bubbling lava lake.  
 
    “Shit, the goddamn patrol cruiser has me painted with its tractor!” Tyk said over the comms channel. 
 
    It was a sentence that filled Decker with immediate dread. Tractor beams, on space-cruisers the size of the four hundred ton patrol cruiser, were nigh on impossible to break free of unless you took out the main control deck, or otherwise engaged the vessel in a way that meant they had to redirect the sizable amount of energy required to run the beam to other parts of the ship. 
 
    “Fuck!” Decker cursed under his breath.  
 
    He had space to breathe now in terms of fighting. The Farrago had survived the initial bloody opening combat and was now more easily able to keep out of the crosshairs of the remaining ships of both the Thraxians and Mauhul’s rogue pirates. 
 
    It was the ideal time to hightail it and make it to orbit and jump the hell out of this sector. However, that’d mean leaving Tyk and that was just not an option.  
 
    There might have been no honor amongst thieves—and, in reality, there was precious little honor amongst bounty hunters either, not where the bestowing of prizes were concerned—but the leaving of Tyk Allbeard to the Thraxians was something that Decker could not, and would not, stomach. 
 
    “What’s the plan, cap?” Rosa asked. 
 
    “You know what I have to do,” Decker said. “I might be indebted to my invisible dog of a father for helping to give me life, but I owe that old fuck over there for teaching me how to live it as well as I have.” 
 
    “Okay, cap,” Rosa said simply. 
 
    “Uh, you owe the old bald guy a debt,” Craglin said, “but have you ever noticed how the ideas of debtor and creditor as to what constitutes a good time never coincide?” 
 
    “Shut the fuck up, Renkiddion,” Decker said, but without any real malice. He had to nurture his fury and frustration, make it count for something. If he was going to attempt the undoable, then he would need every last drop of it. 
 
    With a flick of his wrist and a clear, sharp thought, he turned the Farrago toward the hulking menace of the Thraxian patrol cruiser.  
 
    The bright yellow wedge that was Tyk’s ship was being inexorably drawn toward the far larger vessel. Tyk had the thrusters on his nose blasting, trying to escape, or at least slow, the inevitable. 
 
    Decker had no idea what he was going to do against a ship four times the size of the Farrago. Still, that didn’t mean he couldn’t try.  
 
    The massive ship was lit from below by the cracking surface of the rapidly disintegrating planet, which was now spiderwebbed with bright orange, yellow, and red veins of throbbing molten rock. 
 
    “What’s the ETA of Thrax’s doom?” Decker asked. 
 
    “The geothermal sensors are indicating that we have a window of thirty to sixty minutes before the planet’s core ruptures to such a degree that any ships left within the atmosphere will be—” Saavi started to say. 
 
    “—totally fucked,” growled Decker. 
 
    “Uh, yes,” Saavi said. 
 
    “Lorelei,” Decker said, “get those drones patching the holes on the hull.” 
 
    “Already happening, Decker,” Lorelei said promptly. 
 
    “I want this ship at least able to make orbit if we have to…” Decker said, barely hearing the blonde symbiote. 
 
    He left the rest unsaid. 
 
    If they had to leave Tyk to his fate. 
 
    The words hung like shards of light in the air in front of Decker’s eyes. Glittering and guilty. He blinked and turned his eyes to the displays in front of him. 
 
    Often in his wilder, more intemperate youth, he had gotten himself into situations that garnered an opinion from his fellow crew mates of the Fortune that he wanted to die. That he had a death wish. That he wanted, subconsciously, to kill himself. 
 
    Decker had never agreed. When these moments had transpired, whether they had been seemingly hopeless rescue missions; bloody back-to-back fighting during jobs gone wrong; or reckless one-on-one fights with desperate men he shouldn’t have even thought about apprehending, he had often felt rather like that there was something inside of him that he wanted to kill.  
 
    Something inside of him that needed exorcizing somehow. 
 
    This was one of those times. 
 
    He didn’t want to die. Life had just taken a turn for the interesting, what with the appearance of the symbiotes, the new ship that he suddenly found himself the captain of, and the unexpected powers he now… 
 
    Decker stared into nothing, as the Thraxian patrol cruiser got steadily larger and larger in his displays.  
 
    His powers. 
 
    His fucking powers. 
 
    They’d be the key out of this. 
 
    Decker leaned on the intuitive throttle controls. 
 
    Dimly, he was aware of the rhythmic thumping of the Farrago’s heavy railguns, the stuttering tremor that ran through the hull as Rosa and Saavi unloaded with the anti-asteroid cannons. In his peripheral, detachedly, he dodged incoming enemy ships and only faintly noted when they were blown out of the sky by his deadeye crew members. 
 
    In the blink of an eye, or so it seemed, he had drawn as close to the Opus Equi as he dared, without running the risk of getting the Farrago sucked into the line of the tractor beam. 
 
    “Lorelei, hold us steady,” he said. “I’m leaving the controls.” 
 
    He did not stop to wonder how he might achieve what he hoped to achieve. He hated overthinking things. It had never served him well. Decker had always seen it as a bit of a death trap. He had seen too many intelligent bounty hunters die from overthinking. Had seen men and women, better people than he was, kill themselves slowly by pondering on every little thing. Ponder. Ponder. Ponder.  
 
    He reached out with his mind. His hand rose of its own accord, because even if it made no difference, the human mind needs something physical to explain such a crazy phenomenon when it’s getting used to it. He focused on Tyk’s ship, willing it not to move any closer toward the Thraxian ship. 
 
    The Farrago lurched sideways, nimbly avoiding an incoming projectile that the kinetic barrier plates helped to dodge.  
 
    The muscles in Decker’s neck stood out like cords as he strained with all of his will to stop the tractor beam exerting its influence over the small yellow ship. By degrees, by agonizing inches, he halted the progress. His mind reeled, feeling like it was caught in that perfect pinch where the hammer meets the powder. 
 
    He was not sure how long they stayed like that for. Seconds? A day?  
 
    Time lost all meaning, and there was a bliss in that.  
 
    Only when the soft orange light of minor explosions permeated his eyelids did he realize he had closed them at some point. Blinking away tears, Decker saw that the Thraxian patrol cruiser had been hit by multiple strikes, though whatever projectiles had hit home looked to have negligible damage to the hull. A few neat asterisks of black adorned its flanks, but apart from that nothing. 
 
    It took him a full second to comprehend that the bright yellow wedge of the Opus Equi was nowhere to be seen, and another long moment after that to perceive that the awful strain on his mind had been lifted. 
 
    The tractor beam had been retracted. The patrol cruiser turned its attention to a fresh force of fighters that had dropped out of the upper atmosphere. Bright silver in color, Decker’s addled brain couldn’t place them initially. 
 
    “Those are the colors of the Galactic Watch Committee,” Rosa said over the comms. 
 
    “I guess that prune-faced bitch, Commissioner Briggs, didn’t take too kindly to whatever excuse the Thraxians gave for their planet blowing up on the same day that her and all her buddies showed up to do a bit of interplanetary hobnobbing,” Craglin said. 
 
    “I never thought I’d be so happy to see the GWC,” Decker mumbled. 
 
    He wiped his forearm across his freely perspiring face and then applied his hands to the controls once more. 
 
    “Tyk?” he asked. “Tyk, are you clear?” 
 
    There was radio silence for a moment. Then, Tyk’s genial voice, colored with copious amounts of relief, replied, “I’m just punching through the troposphere now. Kid, what the hell did you do back there? How—?” 
 
    “Later, Tyk,” Decker said. “Let’s concentrate on getting clear of his jam first.” 
 
    “Well, hurry up, junior,” Tyk replied, with a decent attempt at his old blasé attitude. “I’m  waiting on you. Get out while those lot are trying to tear one another’s throats out.” 
 
    “Finally, after all these years, some good advice.” 
 
    Not waiting for the inevitable riposte, Decker turned the Farrago’s nose for the roof of the smog-filled heavens and hit the burners.      
 
    When Thrax let out its gasping death rattle, just as the Farrago had punched through the clouds, the sight was as spectacular as it was awful. Ahead of Decker and his crew, the beautiful, star-strewn sea of space opened up. Behind them, the heaving, roiling ball of chemicals and geology that had once been a planet was torn asunder as if it had been smashed by a vengeful god. 
 
    The crust cracked like the shell of an egg about to be exited by some monstrous avian or reptilian beast. Poisonous lakes and polluted rivers boiled in an instant as their entire contents drained away into country-sized chasms. Billowing clouds of roasting hot steam exploded upward, forming instantaneous toxic clouds.   
 
    Decker had never been a scholar. He knew a bit of this and a bit of that, but he had never been formally educated. But he knew that what he was witnessing had likely only very rarely been observed by a human being. 
 
    As soon as the Farrago freed itself of the heavy Thraxian atmosphere, it shot out toward the welcoming stars, dodging easily around the far slower GWC ships that had decided that retreat was the better part of valor. A smattering of surviving Thraxian ships headed hither and yon, but Decker did not stop to engage them. He blasted onward. 
 
    Thrax gave one final convulsion and then hung in the void like a huge, broken ornament. It had been ugly in life, but in death there was something immeasurably sad about the sight of it. 
 
    “Decker?” Lorelei said gently. 
 
    Decker stirred. “Mm?”  
 
    “I’m getting a reactor signature that exactly matches the one that I took from the ship that hailed us before everything… happened,” Lorelei said. 
 
    Decker frowned. “Mauhul’s ship?”  
 
    Lorelei nodded. 
 
    “You’re sure?” Decker asked. 
 
    Lorelei gave him a look. 
 
    “Right,” Decker said. 
 
    He sat motionless for a moment. 
 
    Then, without so much as a flicker of emotion passing over his face, he brought up a command menu with a combination of his fingers and mind. 
 
    “Torpedoes away,” he said. 
 
    Two thermonuclear torpedoes shot away noiselessly, before turning sharply sixty degrees and disappearing from view. Decker watched them on the scopes. When they were a mere five hundred klicks from Mauhul’s ship, Decker hailed the vessel. 
 
    “What?” came the obnoxious, proud tone of the former kingpin of Thrax’s underworld. 
 
    “It’s Decker, asshole.” 
 
    There was a lengthy pause. 
 
    “What do you want, pink-skin?” Mauhul asked. 
 
    “Just to give you this,” Decker said in a level voice. 
 
    “Give me what? What you talkin’ ‘bout…?” 
 
    Mauhul’s voice trailed off. There was a deal of panicked background chatter in Thraxian. 
 
    “Deck—” Mauhul said. 
 
    Hundreds of kilometers away, the deep eternal night was lit with a neutron glow as Mauhul’s ship turned into a glob of molten slag. 
 
    The dot on the detailed lidar screen that Decker had been watching blinked out. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Decker said. 
 
    With a swarm of defense drones covering the Farrago’s ass, he pushed forward on the intuitive throttle and gave the space-cruiser, what Tyk Allbeard always referred to as, the beans. 
 
    Twin plumes of the main rear thrusters reached out behind the symbiote spacecraft like two blue-white tails, before they joined as one. Decker felt his eyeballs press back into his skull, despite the subtle cocktail of drugs that Lorelei had floating through the air filtration system. 
 
    On the readouts, the Farrago was showing him a virtual display of the planet of Thrax. The three-dimensional display was emulating precisely what was happening to the planet in real time, and it did not look good. 
 
    Not if you were Thraxian at any rate. 
 
    Decker was sure that there were a good number of innocent souls who would perish, along with the wicked and the guilty, on the dying world. That though, in his experience, was just the nature of life. The nature of the complex tapestry that was the universe. 
 
    It wasn’t fair, nor was it unfair. It just was. And the innocent perished just as easily as all the rest. 
 
    As he watched the display, the smoggy aerosphere of the broken orb convulsed again, sending concentric rings of cloud out across the inner surface of its atmosphere. Some of them punched through the troposphere, showing just how much turmoil and strain the planet was under. Across the void of space, the whole drama played out in silence.  
 
    The disconnection was eerie, especially when Decker considered that a whole world was breaking apart—millions of years of geological formations and countless ecosystems being reduced to little more than stardust and memories. 
 
    Stardust and memories, Decker thought, his brain rattling gently in his skull as the drugs kept him conscious and lucid. At the end of the day, is there anything more to us than that? 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 35 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, kid,” Tyk Allbeard said as his face popped up on a display to Decker’s left, “that was fun like I haven’t had in long enough. Still, I don’t reckon that the neighborhood of Thraxian orbit is the safest place to hang about.” 
 
    “I’d say you’re right,” Decker agreed. “Looks like the planet’s core is still mostly whole, despite the fracture that broke most of Thrax in two. Probably better we put some distance between us before that goes off.” 
 
    “We are in range of the kind of electromagnetic pulse that goes hand in hand with planet extinctions, Decker,” Lorelei said. “It would be wise to get as far from the vicinity of Thrax as we can.” 
 
    “Jeez, Decker, are you hiring your crew based on their looks now?” Tyk asked. 
 
    “You can’t even see her, you old lech,” Decker said. 
 
    “Yeah, but she sounds pretty,” Tyk said, giving Decker a wink. “And she’s right too, kid. How about we ditch this corner of the system and chart a more cultured course?” 
 
    “Damn, you aren’t talking about Dracone, are you?” Decker asked, shooting the bald old man a sarcastic grin before returning to the instrument to check on the space worthiness of the Farrago. “I’ve known protein farms with more culture than that shithole.” 
 
    Tyk laughed. Decker could tell, without looking, that he’d be clutching his expansive belly. 
 
    “Ah, it might be a shithole,” he said, “but it’s our shithole.” 
 
    Decker’s smile of relief all but disappeared. “I don’t know how Zizara Yasine would feel if she heard you say something like that, old man.” 
 
    Tyk snorted, but Decker could hear the bluster in it. “That prickly bitch? What’s she got to do with anything?” 
 
    “More than I’d like,” Decker grunted. “Let’s face it, she’s tough, she’s ambitious, and she knows exactly what she wants and how to get it. I’d be a fool to try and evade her for long.” 
 
    Tyk’s big, broad face creased up in something approaching fatherly concern. 
 
    “You’re not in her pocket, are you, kid?” the old bounty hunter asked. “’Cause you know what I’ve always told you about people like her. You get in their pocket and—” 
 
    “—and it’s all too easy for them to reach in there and have you in their palm. Yeah, I remember, you old fart,” Decker said. 
 
    Tyk grunted. Decker could tell he didn’t believe what he was hearing. 
 
    “Do you owe her?” Tyk asked. 
 
    “She’s going to think I do, which amounts to the same fucking thing.” 
 
    “Well, kid, you’ve a knack for getting out of tight spots. You’re a survivor, boy. I’ve always said so.” 
 
    “Is that what you’ve always said?” Decker said sardonically. “The word getting around some of your favorite drinking establishments might contradict that statement. Mostly that word is all about how you taught me everything I know, but not what you know. That old chestnut. You should get that fucking line embroidered on a flight suit you use it so much.” 
 
    Tyk cracked a smile. “Well, it has also been known that I have called you a survivor too. On occasion.” 
 
    Decker rubbed his stubble, then ran his hand over his head with a soft hiss. 
 
    “I might be a survivor, but so is Yasine,” he pointed out as he spooled through the information on the Farrago’s hull integrity. Despite the damage the ship had sustained in the hectic battle, the defense drones had almost patched her up into jump-space condition. “And the thing about all survivors in this galaxy of ours, is that you know they’re more than capable of letting you die. To save themselves, or to achieve their ends, they’ll let you die.” 
 
    “That is the danger in keeping company with survivors,” Tyk said. 
 
    “I guess that means we should keep one eye on you then, huh, cap?” Rosa said, floating through the hatch and punching him on the shoulder. She threw herself into the co-pilot’s seat and strapped herself in. “Craglin says we took a railgun round from close range. Went right through the hull, punched out part of the artificial gravity pump, and then exited through the engineering bay. The hull breaches are patched, but he said he’s going to need a while to get the pump back in action.” 
 
    Decker nodded, then turned back to Tyk. 
 
    “It’s not going to be one hundred percent safe heading back to Dracone, old man. Definitely not for us, and maybe not for you either,” he said. 
 
    Tyk let out a long, rich, rolling burst of laughter at that. His amiable, clever face folded up, his multiple chins disappearing into the high collar of his coat as he bowed his egg-like head. 
 
    “Something funny about that?” Decker asked, nettled. 
 
    “Ah, kid!” The old man’s gray eyes crinkled up as the laugh subsided into a chuckle. “There’s nothing safe about this galaxy. You know that better than most. It’s a goddamn noxious cesspool populated by different breeds of predators and parasites. The odds were stacked against us from the moment we came squalling into it. If we manage to keep body and soul together, it’s only because we fight everything we come in contact with—mostly each other, but also the incessant murderous will of the void, the various hostile environments we walk in, hunger, disease, and all the other good stuff that makes up life.” 
 
    “Wow, you should really turn that piece of philosophy into a film reel for kids. Could depress them straight into an early grave,” Rosa muttered out of the corner of her mouth, so quietly that Tyk couldn’t hear her. 
 
    “There are a lot of bozos out there who think that the word ‘civilization’ promises them safe harbor from the icy lethality of the void,” Tyk continued, “but that promise is a fucking fairy tale. You know that, kid. Only the storm is real. Only the fight is real. It’s what makes us real. It’s what molds us. And the best fucking part of it is—and the part that no one likes to talk about unless their back teeth are floating in something cheap and corrosive—is that we can’t win that fight. We can’t weather that storm. We can only choose how we will suffer being vanquished.” 
 
    Decker let out a little disbelieving laugh. “You’ve fucking given me this spiel before, back when I first joined the crew of the Fortune.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” Tyk said mulishly. “I’m a veritable fount of wisdom. You’re probably just getting it mixed up with some other good bit of advice or insightful piece of philosophy I’ve trotted out over the years.” 
 
    Decker thought he saw the glint in the old man’s eye, even through the low-def video feed he had up on his display. 
 
    “No, no,” he said, wagging a scarred finger at Tyk’s face, “I remember it. You told me that every explorer, every man and woman had a choice. They could choose to take their beatings without fighting, and die like sheep, while trying to find comfort in that sweetest of lies: that the right and the just would always prevail and one day inherit the system. Or, you said, that they could dive with arms wide open into the lawless, senselessness of the universe, taking solace instead from the lesions, scars, and broken bones which proved that they fought to live and die as they saw fit.” 
 
    Tyk’s fleshy face was contorted into a theatrical frown. “That does sound just like the kind of good quality shit I used to say to little scrotes I thought would amount to nothing…” 
 
    “Decker?” Saavi said softly from her station on the main control deck. “Decker, we are back in the green.” 
 
    “I guess that’s our cue, kid,” Tyk said. 
 
    “I guess so,” Decker replied. 
 
    “See you back on Dracone.” 
 
    “Hey, one last thing, old man,” Decker said quickly. 
 
    A small knowing smirk appeared on Tyk Allbeard’s perfectly smooth face. 
 
    “What’s that, Decker?”  
 
    Decker licked his lips. Tyk’s smirk widened. 
 
    “Get the fucking Opus Equi a new paint job, will you?” Decker said. “You can see that yellow coming from a lightyear away.” 
 
    Tyk’s smirk disappeared. He shook his head and fought down a chuckle. 
 
    “You cheeky son of a bitch,” he said. “I guess, while I was teaching you everything you know, I should’ve taken the time to teach you some fucking manners.” 
 
    Decker’s finger hovered over the button that would cut comms. 
 
    “Last one to Dracone gets the drinks,” he said. 
 
    The only reply was static. Tyk was already gone, no doubt wheeling through jump-space. 
 
    “Shit, I guess he didn’t teach you to quit while you’re ahead, huh, cap?” Rosa said, with a grin.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The arrival of the Farrago on Dracone went, if not unseen, then mostly unremarked upon. This was due to Decker deciding to set down in one of the space port’s more cluttered ship-breaking yards. With its matte carbon gray coloring and sleek yet understated lines, the Farrago blended in with the rocky, ice-encrusted environment. 
 
    Lorelei was also able to disguise, to some extent, the reactor and plume signatures. As far as radar was concerned, the Farrago was not a close to one hundred ton state-of-the-art space-cruiser, but a mere fifty ton freighter with temperamental thrusters. 
 
    Lorelei stayed with the ship while Decker, Rosa, and Craglin suited up. Saavi and Apricis, who shared the symbiotes’ uncanny ability to, apparently, be totally unaffected by such minor things as extreme temperature and lack of atmosphere waited for the other three to get ready. 
 
    “Cap,” Rosa began as they stepped into the extendable airlock and waited for the doors to seal behind them, “do you really think this is a good idea?” 
 
    Decker laughed softly to himself. “A good idea was the pillow that that woman invented that was thermally regulated to be cold on one side and warm on the other side. This is just facing the goddamn music, I guess.” 
 
    The doors to the airlock slid open, and Decker stepped out onto the surface of Dracone. His boots crunched on the light dusting of snow that had managed to cling to the landing berth despite the blasting of the Farrago’s descent thrusters. 
 
    “There are plenty of other planets out there, Decker,” Craglin said. “Wouldn’t be too hard to get lost. Especially not with that fancy ship you’ve got there.” 
 
    “What are you worried about, Renkiddion?” Decker asked. “It’s not like your head is on the block. Zizara Yasine doesn’t even know you exist. You could leave us now and ship out with another crew. There’d be plenty of outfits that’d welcome a Renkiddion.” 
 
    Craglin shrugged. “Yeah, that might be so, mate, but we’ve had a few laughs together, haven’t we? Nah, if it’s all the same to you, I’ll make like a fart in a bio-suit and linger around for a bit longer.” 
 
    “Charming,” Rosa smirked, “as always.” 
 
    “Besides, like you say, if this Yasine creature is going to off the rest of you, chances are, she’ll let me live,” Craglin said. “Us Renkiddions are worth our weight in—” 
 
    “Bullshit?” Rosa said sweetly. 
 
    “Strewth, but I’d be gutted if she voided your ass, Miss Hawkes,” Craglin said. “My libido would miss that fire.” 
 
    “Look, it’s not only that we—I—technically owe Yasine,” Decker said. “It’s that all of this shit we’ve been through—” 
 
    “Being instrumental in destroying a planet, you mean?” Saavi said with a small smile. 
 
    “Destroying Thrax,” Decker corrected her. “And yeah, after all that shit, our lives, I hope, are going to be made a lot easier by just telling her how it went down.” 
 
    “A lot easier, or a lot shorter,” Rosa said. 
 
    “Good luck, Decker,” Lorelei said. “I’ll have the ship ready and repaired by the time you get back.” 
 
    Decker acknowledged that with the mental equivalent of a grin. 
 
    Privately, he just hoped that there would be a return for them all. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 36 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I want to thank you, Decker,” Apricis said. 
 
    She and Decker were sitting in a private VIP room that he had commandeered with funds given him by Lorelei. It was a fairly intimate space with a door of frosted privacy glass gene-locked to his crew. He had splashed out the extra creds for the private room in the hope that it would come to Zizra Yasine’s attention sooner rather than later. 
 
    Decker did not fear the woman, though he respected her capabilities. He did hate waiting around for the sword of Damocles to fall on him, though. He’d much rather face whatever was coming down the road for them all, than sit half-coiled up, waiting for it. 
 
    Apricis’ arm was around the back of Decker’s head, lying along the top of the low gel-filled sofa the pair of them were lounging on. They both had drinks in their hands, though Decker would be damned if he could recall just how many had come before those ones. 
 
    “You want to thank me?” he asked. “What the hell for?” 
 
    “For rescuing me.” 
 
    Decker grunted and took a sip of his drink. He’d reached the point where he could not really taste how shit the cut-price bottles of vat-produced spirits were. 
 
    “Your thanks lie with Lorelei,” he said. “She was the one that offered me the job in a way. She’s the one who tells me that we’re going to be on the receiving end of a payday the likes of which the Unofficial Consortium of Bounty Hunters has never seen.” 
 
    “So, you only did it for the money?” Apricis asked. She was twirling a lock of her red hair around a finger and watching him carefully through her emerald eyes. 
 
    Decker puffed out his cheeks. “Honestly, yeah, but don’t hold that against me. It’s literally part of the job description.” 
 
    “Your job is to weigh the price that this Zizara Yasine puts on peoples’ heads and then decide if the price is worth risking your life for, is that not right?” the beautiful redhead asked. 
 
    “You probably know better than I do that the only real thing that has any value in this system is time,” Decker said, staring into the bottom of his beaker. “An hour is always worth an hour. People think that everything has its price but, so far as I’ve seen, nothing really does. Only time. I do what I do because it’s the only thing I’ve ever done. Hunting, killing, and fighting are the only things I’ve ever shown any aptitude for.” 
 
    To his surprise, he suddenly felt Apricis’ breath on his neck. It was as warm as whisky, and beckoned to him with the promise that all liquor holds; oblivion, forgetfulness, and a momentary cessation of life’s responsibilities. 
 
    “Those are not the only things that you show an aptitude for, Decker,” she breathed. Her voice called to him like a home that he had never seen. “Not according to Lorelei. Not according to Saavi.” 
 
    With un-symbiotic forthrightness, Apricis leaned in and kissed Decker on the corner of his mouth, her lips heedless of the prickling, tickling stubble that coated his face. 
 
    I should shave, the bounty hunter told himself for the umpteenth time, the words becoming more and more like a mantra than advice. 
 
    He turned toward the symbiote, while trying to set his beaker down on the shelf that ran around the VIP room. As he did so, the redhead stuck her tongue as far into his mouth as it would go, her full lips crushed against his with a hunger he found most appealing. 
 
    With a deftness that spoke of confidence and athleticism in equal measure, Apricis bounded up from her seat and, in one smooth motion, swung her leg over Decker so that she was sitting in his lap. 
 
    Decker’s lust ignited. He had not even really appreciated how attracted he was to the symbiote. He had not even thought about it, merely acknowledged how comely and well put together she was in the same way that most other males would have.  
 
    It was only now, with her pelvis squashed up against his and her tongue wrestling with his own, that he felt just how badly he wanted her. 
 
    Wanted this. 
 
    Decker pulled away for a moment to snatch a breath. He found his eyes were glued on the symbiote’s face, flicking from her bright jade eyes to her inviting mouth. He realized that, as well as he thought he knew women, he knew next to fuck-all about symbiotes. 
 
    “This has been one hell of a couple of weeks,” he said aloud, although he thought that he might have been talking to himself. 
 
    “I agree,” Apricis said. Just for a moment, a shadow of old grief flickered across her face. Decker remembered that, as fraught a time as he and the others might have been having, this woman had been cooped up in a Thraxian lab, suffering through torturous experiments. 
 
    “Sorry,” he grunted. 
 
    Apricis snorted softly. As much as she resembled her fellow symbiotes, there was something just a little more accessible about her. Something a little more human. Decker wondered if that was a result of the time she had spent as an unwilling guest on Thrax. 
 
    “You saved me,” she said again, “but that is not why I want this. Now, be quiet and show me this natural flair for bonding that my sisters say you have.” 
 
    Decker’s fingers ran down the symbiote’s shoulders, down her back, down to her tight ass. The carbon gray outfits that the symbiotes all wore were, if nothing else, extremely figure-hugging. They left little to the imagination. As Decker’s hands wandered downward and inward, he was rewarded by every little nuance and curve of the woman’s body. 
 
    His hands moved back around and squeezed her athletic, round asscheeks as hard as he dared. 
 
    “Yes…” Apricis moaned into his mouth as she resumed her passionate, if not refined, kissing. Her inquisitive hands cupped Decker’s scarred and weathered face, then slid down to his thickly muscled, equally scarred, chest. 
 
    The symbiote groaned again as Decker slid his questing fingers under her asscheeks to find her crotch. He could feel, even through the strange otherworldly material of her caped sleeveless one-piece outfit, heat emanating out from her groin. The knowledge that she was so keen and turned on, and had the same idea as to where she wanted things to go, acted as a shot of amphetamines to Decker’s libido.  
 
    Apricis began to kiss and bite her way down the bounty hunter’s neck, nuzzling at his throat. With dexterous fingers, she unbuttoned the neck fastening of his bio-suit and began running her clumsy lips across the tops of his pectoral muscles. She occasionally nipped at him with her perfect, white teeth, in a way that told Decker he was functioning completely on instinct, free from the worry of what he might think of love-making technique. 
 
    Even when she drew blood at one point, Decker did not care. 
 
    “As far as injuries, scrapes and cuts and bruises have gone lately,” he said. “Your attentions are far from the worst I think any of us had to put up with.” 
 
    It was not long before the layers of clothing became a hindrance and a nuisance. As Apricis slid out of her jumpsuit and then helped Decker out of his clothes, he spared a thought for the door of the VIP area. Saavi, Craglin, and Rosa had all gone off together to see and be seen by the other crews that called the Cateran Supper Club their local. Craglin had mentioned something about trying to drink the bar dry, and Decker was not about to doubt his resolve in such a matter as that. 
 
    Briefly, he wondered what Rosa or Saavi would do if they stumbled back in and found Apricis and himself wrapped around one another. It was an intriguing thought, and a little arousing. 
 
    As he feasted on the naked body of Apricis, he sent up a fervent prayer, to any and all deities or celestial beings that might be listening, that Craglin would not walk back through the door. While he was unsure whether Saavi and Rosa would stay around to watch or join in, he knew for a fact that the dirty-minded Renkiddion would likely try his luck. 
 
    Decker had never had to kick the ass of anyone under four feet, but he knew himself well enough to know that he wouldn’t hesitate on drop-kicking the little pervert through the privacy glass door if he had to. 
 
    With the thought of potentially being cock-blocked by the small ginger man in mind, Decker reached out and pulled Apricis down toward him by the hand. She let loose a small noise between a gasp of surprise and a soft groan of amorous delight, as she landed in his lap and the bounty hunter ran a series of rough kisses up her neck. 
 
    “If we all end up getting killed tonight,” Decker growled, “then I must say that the sight of you is more than a man like me deserves to see before he goes.” 
 
    It might not have been the most romantic or smoothest thing that any lover had ever said to another, but he meant it. The woman was strikingly beautiful; a curvaceous body, milky and unblemished skin, voluptuous tits that hung perfectly on her, and a womanhood that was almost ridiculous in its perfection. 
 
    As he gazed on her, enraptured, Apricis reached up and pulled free the two metal pins that held her bright red hair in place. Her hair unfurled in a waving crimson cascade down her shoulders, framing her face, and just tickling the tops of her bright pink nipples. With a practiced flick of her fingers, she sent the two pins shooting across the room so that they buried themselves in the far wall. 
 
    Decker raised an eyebrow at her. The redhead shrugged and grinned. Then Decker reached up and tangled his fingers through the long red tresses and pulled her to him yet again. 
 
    The symbiote’s crotch was quashed once more against Decker’s, but now skin-to-skin. Decker’s cock found the grove of Apricis’ pussy and slid along it while they continued to kiss and grope at one another. Soon, his member was slick with her womanly juices, and she was grunting low in her throat and breathing hard into his mouth. 
 
    As for Decker, he couldn’t have been harder if his cock had been grafted from graphite. He was eager to slide it into the symbiote’s inviting warmth, but he thought he owed her at least a taste of the other delights of the flesh available to a woman. 
 
    With an easy movement of his muscular arms and shoulders, Decker hoisted Apricis to her feet and then lifted the symbiote off the floor so that she was standing on the sofa, essentially straddling him. Not waiting to explain the niceties of what he was doing, Decker got to business, grabbing the woman by her asscheeks and crushing his face into her wet sex. 
 
    Apricis let out a delighted little squeak as she was forced to lean over the top of Decker’s bent head and grab hold of  a shelf. Her laughter quickly morphed into a lusty moan as Decker spread her pussy lips with his calloused fingers and stuck his tongue into her gleaming slickness. 
 
    Every now and again he would cover the redhead’s swollen clitoris with his lips and use his tongue to flick and tease it. His nose was pressed into the symbiote’s pelvis—and was pressed in there all the harder when she reached down, grabbed him as well as she could by his shaved head, and crushed his face into her crotch.  
 
    “Oh my…” she said, over and over again, as if she had not the words for the flurry of new sensations that were shaking her body. “Oh my…” 
 
    Decker, reading his audience, slipped two thick digits into the tight confines of the symbiote’s virgin vagina. Apricis let out a guttural sigh that might’ve almost been a shriek had she not bitten her bicep to stop herself. She let loose a long, deep bestial moan of ecstasy and spread her legs as far as she could. 
 
    Decker continued finger fucking, eating out Apricis with ever intensifying vigor until, with a suddenness that took his breath away, as well as almost snapping his cock in half, she collapsed to her knees.  
 
    With an almost choreographed smoothness, his dick slid into her gaping hole. Decker moaned through his teeth, as he was enveloped in the fragrant forest of her unbound red hair. 
 
    Despite her pleasure sounding maddening in intensity, the symbiote got her hips to work, wiggling up and down, jerking him with her tightly clenching sex. While she moved, and her wavy, loose hair bounced across her delicate shoulders like it had a mind of its own, Decker saw to his delight that the woman was using her fingers to pleasure herself as they fucked. She rubbed and pressed at herself with a fierce fervor that only spurred on Decker’s own arousal. 
 
    He further pleasured Apricis by pinching and toying with her big, hard nipples, as her tits bounced around and occasionally hit him in the face. They were exceptional breasts, and he could feel his scrotum tightening up even as he was looking at them, as if in anticipation of emptying itself all over them. 
 
    Decker added his motions to the dance and pumped away at the symbiote, eliciting from her ever louder sounds of pleasure.  
 
    At some point, although he couldn’t say when, he stood up, holding the woman bodily off the floor with his arms hooked under her thighs. His pace had become more rapid, more desperate, and Apricis was letting out little, mewling moans that might have been variations on, “Oh my, oh my, oh my, oh my!” as the bounty hunter plowed into her deep and hard. 
 
    They did not consciously communicate their climax, but as luck or fate or the universe would have it, as Apricis began shuddering and thrashing in the hold Decker had her in, he too felt himself begin to lose his grip on his own body. 
 
    “Fuck!” he hissed with his usual highbrow rhetoric that had made his eloquence such a byword. “Fuck… ing hell!” 
 
    Apricis mumbled and moaned, her tattooed arms quivering and jerking around Decker’s bull neck as he blew his load deep into the velvety confines of her spasming pussy. 
 
    With his last ounce of post-coital strength, Decker tossed the symbiote onto the soft couch. She laughed with mingled joy and relief and lingering rapture. 
 
    He collapsed backward, sitting down heavily, his chest rising and falling, his face flushed with an excess of the drink and with the unexpected, yet not unwelcome, exertion. Next to him, the sultry form of the naked symbiote sprawled across the plush sofa. Her pert breasts moved up and down in a thoroughly agreeable manner as she fought to get her own breathing under control. 
 
    Decker watched this singularly appealing sight dazedly for a few seconds. After his climactic release, his head had gone pleasantly muzzy and light. Being able to let off steam and unwind in an environment in which there was only the standard threat of death from drunk patrons was a release for all sorts of ugly little pressures and tensions.  
 
    Even for a man who’d spent most of his adult life hunting bounties, the past few weeks had felt, even more than usual, like passing through a galaxy-sized wringer. For Decker, sitting now in the VIP section of the Cateran Supper Club, with a gorgeous naked woman beside him, it was like waking out of a long, dark dream to a sun-filled day, or slipping into a warm bath. 
 
    Alcohol swirled through his bloodstream like a song. The colored lights winking and strobing in from the main club, through the frosted glass of the locked door, shifted around him, turning the VIP into a kaleidoscope. 
 
    A part of him knew that, probably all too soon, Zizara Yasine would send for him. She must have known he and Rosa had arrived back by now. She knew everything that went on in her club. Sometimes she knew what was going to happen there before it went down. Whether she would send him for him via a politely-worded personal communique, or by the expedient method of having him dragged to her private apartments between two of her burliest strong-arm men, only time would tell. 
 
    Decker found that, right at that moment, he didn’t mind much.  
 
    After the shitstorm that he, the three symbiotes, Craglin, and Rosa had passed through—not to mention their savior, the redoubtable Tyk Allbeard—the thought of facing some run-of-the-mill thugs was far less intimidating than it had ever been. It was just another minor squall looming on the horizon. 
 
    The lights sparkled, dazzling Decker’s eyes through the glass of the opaque door. He heard Apricis say something, but her words were coming through cotton wool. Decker opened his mouth to ask the captivating redhead what she had said, but his mouth refused to obey him. His thoughts trickled through his sluggish mind like ants trying to fight their way through a stream of molasses. 
 
    Have I been drugged? Decker thought. How? When? 
 
    His ability to care about what was happening was almost as minimal as his ability to understand what was happening. It was like being very drunk, only knowing, on some basic and instinctive level, that whatever lay ahead of him, it was not the velvety clutches of insensibility.  
 
    With a half fatalistic, half straight exhausted acceptance, Decker gave himself up to the pull of the mysterious force. So often, falling asleep was described as this gradual lull from consciousness into unconsciousness. In reality though, it really was like a plunge; a sudden and violent plummet into nothing, or into the acceptable madness of the dream world, where anything went and anything could be believed. 
 
    That was how that moment felt to Decker. Even as the world devolved into smears of color, muted sounds, and the heavy thump of his heart, he made the choice to let it go. Let go of his fears, his stress, his cares, all in the name of diving down the rabbit hole to see where the burrow led to. 
 
    The VIP room around him winked out of existence with the abruptness that swallowed a sleeper.  
 
    And then, Decker was hit with a vision. 
 
    Color rushed back into his life. Color and clarity. 
 
    And, more poignant and real than, perhaps, any other aspect of the hallucination, there was the iron-tang stink of fresh blood. 
 
    The first thing he noticed was the robe. It was flowing and flickering and whipping about from side to side like a shadowy flame caught in a high wind, though if there was any wind at all, then Decker could not feel it.  
 
    The robe played havoc with Decker’s eyes, so that for the longest time he was incapable of seeing that which it contained and clothed. When he was able to focus, he found the focal point in the swirling blackness.    
 
    It was a man. 
 
    A man. There was a man within the folds of that robe—and even as he realized this, Decker questioned whether the robe could possibly be made from any kind of physical material. It looked, now that he really came to see it, more like a shadow that had been made solid. There was no technology, that he knew of at least, that could create something like that. 
 
    Decker’s view blurred. It moved in and out of focus. The more he tried to concentrate on the details of the black-robed figure, the more it wobbled. Just when he thought he might be about to make out the man’s face, his eyes would slide away, or else the man in the black robe would turn and slip out of view. A shimmering haze surrounded him, as if he were standing on the baking salt pan of some forlorn and hostile world. 
 
    And that was when Decker realized how the world around him looked so strange, somehow. 
 
    Decker had been to dozens of worlds. He had walked on the surface of moons, asteroids, and terrestrial planets. He had flown through the lethal atmospheres surrounding gas giants and observed their top-sides through the advanced scanners and cameras that the Fortune had been equipped with. He’d skirted unfriendly rocks which had been locked in a deep freeze since the day they had been birthed, or else were hot enough to boil metal. He had looked for bounties on worlds whose orbits around their stars were so tight that a year lasted only a few days. He’d hunted men and women on two different planets that orbited two suns at once. He’d spent a shitty time navigating a sunless rogue while on a job to bring in a weapon runner to face the judgment of the gang he had double-crossed—a planet that wandered through the system in permanent darkness. 
 
    But he had never seen a place like this. 
 
    Apart from being in a dream aspect, the place did not feel real. Not in the conventional sense. It did not look real either. Almost, it looked like Decker had awoken in some kind of painting or an exaggerated piece of artwork.  
 
    The colors were too bright and bold and lacked the subtle drabness of reality. The lines were too clean, and so sharp that they made Decker’s teeth ache and head hurt just looking at them. Everywhere he cast his gaze, he got the impression that the world had formed a nanosecond before his eyes had moved to that spot.  
 
    It was a place that throbbed with raw potentiality; a place that Decker felt one could accomplish anything, if they had the ability and the force of will necessary to channel their whims into reality. 
 
    Reality. Now there was a notion. Already, the line between the reality that he had known and this new place that he was inhabiting was growing blurry in the thing that passed for Decker’s mind. Too often in his life he spent his time running around and surviving in a life where survival was, really, a happy daily bonus. Life was chaos. 
 
    Here, in this place, a man might exert a level of control over his environment that was not available anywhere else to him. Here, in this place, he might be able to bend the very fabric of the world around him into new and exciting shapes. It was a place ripe with prospects.     
 
    And it reeked of blood. A heady, powerful stink of spilled life that, now that he was concentrating on it, Decker could not shake. Blood filled up his head. A cloying miasma that gave the phantasmagorical and ethereal landscape of rolling green hills and fluffy white clouds an almost Kafkaesque quality; sinister and dim. 
 
    Decker turned his attention back to the man in the strange black robes and— 
 
    —found that he was standing right in front of him. 
 
    If Decker had been in his right mind, he would have lashed out at the man with a closed fist. He would have moved out of striking range himself. He might have jumped or cried out in shock, annoyed that he had allowed the stranger to get so close to him without being aware of it. 
 
    Before he could do anything though, the man started to laugh. 
 
    It was an awful sound. A raucous, high-pitched roll of lunatic glee. Mad. Deranged. A hyena-like peel that was riddled with broken glass and broken hearts, and which carved itself into the air with a malevolence that Decker had never heard before in his life. It was the laughter of a person in possession of a deliberately cruel and callous soul, who would happily set a whole system on fire just so that he might have a good light to observe the suffering he caused.   
 
    In that moment, as he stood paralyzed in that world that was not a world, Decker was afraid. As his heart labored in his chest, he comprehended that he was more afraid of that laugh, and the man it was coming out of, than anything he had ever come across. 
 
    It’s a dream, he told himself vehemently.  
 
    Distantly, he thought he heard the familiar echo of Apricis’ voice. It sounded like she was calling for him, calling in an impossibly loud voice that was impossible to place and reverberated like she was calling out inside a cathedral, although there was nothing around for her words to echo off. 
 
    This is a dream. A vision. We believe things that can’t possibly be true in dreams. We see things that are not there. This is not here. This is not happening. 
 
    He knew that. 
 
    Fuck this. Fuck whoever this man is. 
 
    Defiance warred with panic and dismay.  
 
    He knew that he had become disorientated as to who, when, and where he was. He was suffering from the ludicrously fluctuating mood swings of those in the deep REM zone of sleep. He knew—he hoped—that when he awoke, he would forget most, if not all, of this deep, highly troubling, experience. 
 
    He knew all this. 
 
    But he didn’t really believe it. 
 
    The man’s face might have only been a few feet from Decker’s, but still his features remained as abstract blurs. A smudge of dark hair, perhaps. A chiseled face, all plains and shadows. Cold eyes that might have been blue or green, or just as easily the red-gray color of a dying fire.  
 
    There was a feature that came across most clearly, though. There was a gash in the middle of the man’s countenance, which Decker perceived was the man’s mouth. It had all the finesse and all of the charm of an axe wound in a tree trunk. The suggestion of sharp, hard teeth of glittering white, silver, or some other kind of metal. 
 
    The laughter rose higher and higher. The man was almost screaming with mirth, as his mouth opened wider and wider, revealing an empty blackness inside of him that welled up toward Decker, caking his eyes and smothering him.  
 
    With a jerk and rushing gasp of indrawn breath, Decker’s eyes snapped open and he sat bolt upright.  
 
    Relief watched over him as the sounds and smells of the Cateran Supper Club hit his senses like an out of control freight-switcher. This relief was soon tempered with consternation, as he became aware that he had been lying on the floor and was being leaned over, not just by Apricis, but by Saavi as well. 
 
    Not that he gave a shit about her seeing his dick, while the image of the man in the flickering black robe burned itself into his retinas and his memory, but someone had made a half-hearted attempt to cover him with his recently discarded bio-suit. 
 
    “What… what the hell… How did I… How did I get down here? What am I doing on the ground?” Decker asked as he started absentmindedly pulling on the bio-suit. 
 
    The two female symbiotes exchanged slightly worried glances. 
 
    “You’ve been thrashing around for more than ten minutes,” Apricis said.  
 
    “Ten minutes?” Decker asked. His initial response to this was to say that there was no way  he could have been out for that long. Then again though, now that he came to think about it, it seemed just as impossible that he had only been in whatever strange place his mind had been wandering for under a quarter of an hour.  
 
    “I was trying to call you back,” Apricis said. 
 
    “I – I think I heard you,” Decker said, screwing his eyes up and frowning. The details were running away now, running like water through a cupped hand, running away as the dried fragments of dreams always did. 
 
    “I called you using the telepathic touch that we symbiotes, and you too now, share,” Apricis said. “But, I could not find you. It was bewildering. It was something that I have only ever experienced when the one I was trying to reach was in the realm beyond this one. In the—” 
 
    “—in the Cloud Sea,” Lorelei and Saavi said together slowly. Although the blonde woman had not left the ship, her voice echoed through the passageways of Decker’s mind. 
 
    “Lorelei is right,” Apricis said, showing that she and Saavi could hear the other symbiote’s telepathic voice. 
 
    As Decker fastened the neck of his bio-suit and hauled himself up onto the couch, Saavi came and sat beside him. 
 
    “Decker,” she said, her voice a cocktail of trepidation, worry, and shock. “Decker, what did you see?” 
 
    Decker ran a hand over his shaved skull. Closed his eyes as he tried to recall any other detail from the vision—any other vision than the hideous laughter welling out of the black robed man like poison. 
 
    “There was a man,” he growled. “At least, I think it was a man. His face, his body… I couldn’t focus on it. He kept sliding away from me, even as I tried to get a better look at him.” 
 
    Now that he was talking, he discerned that he was dead sober, as if all the booze had been burned out of his system during the confrontation with whatever the hell kind of entity he had confronted in the Cloud Sea—if that was indeed the realm that his mind had been occupying. 
 
    “A faceless man…” Saavi said, exchanging meaningful looks with the red-haired symbiote, who Decker only now perceived was fully dressed. 
 
    “He wasn’t so much faceless. He had a face. It was more like… my eyes, or whatever the hell I was using to see through, couldn’t focus on him,” Decker said. “All I could make out was his robe. A black robe. It was almost like that was the most solid, the realest, part of him.” 
 
    More significant glances were swapped between Saavi and Apricis. The unspoken agreement, which passed between all three of the women despite Lorelei not being physically present, grated on Decker’s raw nerves. 
 
    “Girls, come on,” he said as he reached for the half empty glass of vat-grown spirits leftover from before he and Apricis had started getting intimate. He knocked it back without tasting the strong liquor. “It’s clear to me that you know something about this apparition.”   
 
    “That vision is from the Cloud Sea, Decker,” Lorelei said telepathically. Her tone, even in his head, was patient, like she was carefully weighing every word before she spoke it. “And that apparition, as you call it, is no ghoul or ghost or metaphorical specter. He is a man. A flesh and blood man, just as you are. More like you than I think you might believe.” 
 
    Decker, as he had been so often of late, felt so far out of his depth that he may as well have been walking along the fabled bottomless ocean of Covetov. He looked up at the frowning faces of the two symbiotes sharing the room with him. 
 
    “I’m guessing that he’s not exactly the kind of guy that you invite over for coffee and cake?” Decker asked. 
 
    The two women looked at one another. 
 
    “I meant that he’s bad news,” Decker said. “I mean that he’s not the kind of individual that you’d want to meet down a dark alley at the end of a dark day. I got the impression, even though we didn’t trade words or looks, that the son of a bitch would be the sort of dangerous, conniving individual who’d try to get you to see the world from his point of view, even though then you would both be wrong.” 
 
    Saavi squeezed Decker’s forearm. 
 
    “Let me ask you this,” Saavi said. “This man, this figure, when you saw him, what did he do? What did he say?” 
 
    Decker’s brow puckered as he tried to recall as much of the strange dreamlike experience as he could. 
 
    “He didn’t say anything,” he said. “He just laughed. Laughed and laughed and laughed. Laughed his ass off. As if seeing me was the highlight of his fucking life.” 
 
    It might have just been his imagination, but Decker rather thought that the expressions on the faces of the pair of women became a little more forbidding. More so than they had been already, and they hadn’t been emanating rainbows and sunflowers to start with. A surge of worry passed through him, which was unconnected from him and which he thought was probably coming from Lorelei. 
 
    “So?” Decker asked, “Who is he? What’s his deal?” 
 
    “He is the only person to ever walk through the Cloud Sea—to survive there for an extended period of time,” Lorelei said. 
 
    “In truth,” Saavi said, “we were forced to go to war with this individual. Go to war with him within the Cloud Sea—something that, to the best of the symbiotes’ shared knowledge, is very rare. In fact, it is, perhaps, the only time that such a thing has happened.” 
 
    “The only time that such a thing has ever happened, mark you,” Lorelei said, “in the long history of our race.” 
 
    Decker had never actually heard someone say ‘mark you’ in conversation. He would have thought it trite, or he would have thought he would have thought it trite, if he ever had. Coming from the beautiful symbiote though, he took the words on board. 
 
    “You really think this guy I saw exists?” he asked. 
 
    Apricis made a final adjustment to her disheveled red hair, which she had been reworking, and tucked one of the sharp metal pins into her bun to secure it. She smiled, but there was no humor in the expression. 
 
    “It depends on what you mean by ‘exist’,” she said. “To us, it has always seemed that humans have constantly been confused about the difference between existing and living. Many do one without bothering about the other. Many of your kind have looked up at the star-scape and cried out to it, telling it that you existed, as if this minuscule fact should in some way instill in it a sense of obligation. If you’re asking whether this entity, this man, lives, then I would have to say that yes he does, because we have tried to kill him.” 
 
    “Tried and failed, clearly,” Saavi said in her deep, melodic voice. 
 
    “He seemed pretty fucking vital to me.” Decker reached down, his muscles protesting, and started pulling on his combat fatigues.  
 
    Decker could sense Lorelei’s intense blue gaze on him, searing into the depths of his mind as he pulled on his shirt and reached for his old aviator’s jacket. 
 
    “If he’s still alive,” Lorelei said, her words clearly aimed at her two fellow symbiotes, “if he is making himself known to travelers of the Cloud Sea once again, then we’ll need to get to the symbiote vault with all haste.” 
 
    Saavi and Apricis inclined their heads. The red-haired woman bit her lip. 
 
    Decker looked to each of the symbiotes in turn. A molten apprehension began to bubble in his stomach, slow as the dawning dread of a space traveler who has just realized that his ship’s heat waste radiators have shut down. His skin crawled. 
 
    “The vault… You’re really worried about this guy, aren’t you?” he said. “You fear what he might do if he—what, gets out?” 
 
    Saavi looked at Decker as he pulled on his shoulder holster and then shrugged his jacket on over the top of it. 
 
    “Symbiotes do not have faith in a god, as such, not as the human race used to, but we believe that there are two basic motivating forces in the universe,” she said. 
 
    “Light and dark?” Decker asked, recalling one of his favorite vintage film reels that he used to watch as a kid. Back when his life hadn’t revolved quite so much around money and death. 
 
    “For the sake of ease of understanding, we’ll label them fear and hope,” Saavi told him, “although such singular words do not do these forces justice.” 
 
    “When we are afeared, we pull back from the universe, we shun it,” Lorelei said. 
 
    “When we are filled with hope, we open ourselves to all that the universe has to offer with passion, an open mind, and a lionhearted determination,” Apricis added. “The key to all good things, and the thing that we need to strive to learn, is this force of hope. Everyone, in all our magnificence and with all our imperfections, can use it to change worlds.” 
 
    “But, if we focus on fear, and if we cannot hope for ourselves, we can’t fully channel our ability to hope for others,” Lorelei said. “We cannot hope to change those things that need changing, or use our ability to create to its fullest potential.” 
 
    “And I guess that this guy you trapped in the Cloud Sea, hoping that he would lose himself there or be destroyed by it, or whatever happens when you stay there too long,” Decker said, “he’s more inclined to channel the force of fear?” 
 
    “The evolution, and the hopes of all free people in the Myrmidon System, and the systems beyond it, rest in choosing the forces of hope over the forces of fear,” Lorelei said simply. “The one you saw… He somehow managed to mingle these two basic motivating forces. He wrapped his own dark hopes in a shroud of fear. He was misguided. Misguided past the point of no return—and dangerously powerful.” 
 
    Decker suddenly clicked. He straightened up in his seat and tilted his head back. His strange abalone shell-colored eyes glittered in the intermittent lights that came hazily through the smoked privacy glass. 
 
    “He’s one of your own,” Decker said. “He’s a symbiote who went rogue, isn’t he?” 
 
    Saavi and Apricis exchanged glances, then nodded as one. In the back of his mind, Decker felt a prickling, which might have been shame, emanating from Lorelei’s consciousness. 
 
    “What’s his name?” Decker asked. 
 
    “Egil,” Apricis said. “His name is Egil.” 
 
    “And if he gets out, it’s going to go poorly for the remaining seven of you, is it?” Decker asked, though he suspected he already knew the answer. 
 
    Not for the first time, he was wrong in his assumption. 
 
    “Decker, if that man manages to break out of the Cloud Sea,” Lorelei said, her consciousness brimming with a dismay that even her inherent symbiote coolness could not hide, “then more than just the remaining symbiotes are at stake—the entire universe will be.” 
 
    Decker let out a long breath, deflating in his chair a little. It seemed incredible to him that not half an hour ago he had been writhing around on the couch with Apricis, his cares forgotten. 
 
    “At least, whatever needs facing, you will have the added power that our bonding has gifted you when it comes time to face it,” Apricis said. 
 
    Caught up as he had been with everything else, Decker had forgotten that sleeping with a symbiote came with an added bonus. Bonuses that had, on many occasions, helped him keep a hold of his life in situations that ordinarily might have seen it snuffed out. 
 
    “What power is it that you have?” he asked the redhead. 
 
    In answer, Apricis picked up her half full cup of spirits from the shelf and drained it. 
 
    “I think I already have that power,” Decker said with his hallmark half smile. “Probably in a little too much abundance.” 
 
    Apricis grinned back. Then, without warning, the beaker floated up into the air so that it hung suspended an inch above her palm, then shot across the room. It struck the far wall with such force that the tritan plastic exploded—something that Decker had never seen before, not in all the bar fights he had been in and witnessed. 
 
    “The force of cogency is now at your disposal, Decker,” Apricis purred in a low voice. “Or will be, once I have taught you a few basic pointers in its use.” 
 
    Before he could say anything, the panel next to the door glowed white and the door to the VIP section slid open. In the doorway, silhouetted by the spasmodic lights of the club behind, stood Rosa and Craglin. Craglin was swaying noticeably, which spoke volumes for the state of the small man, as the Renkiddion already had a pretty low center of gravity. 
 
    “Ah, now look here, Rosa darlin’, look here,” the small ginger man was slurring. “I don’t care what you say. I ain’t pissed. If I was pissed, I wouldn’t be able to get my boots off like this, would I?” 
 
    Craglin reached down, fumbled with the straps of his boots, tipped over, and face-planted the floor. He didn’t bother trying to fling an arm out. He simply and stoically bore the full force of the fall with his face. Somehow, despite using his nose and chin as a buffer, his drink remained unspilled.  
 
    Rosa laughed and gave the recumbent Renkiddion a dig with her toe. 
 
    “Cap,” she said, “we came to drag your ass out of here and get some drinks with…” 
 
    Rosa’s voice tailed off as she saw the grim expressions of the three people in the room. Her smile faded. 
 
    From the floor, his words muffled by the carpeting, Craglin said, “Liquor before beer, nothing to fear. Beer before liquor… nothing to fear.” 
 
    Rosa ignored him. “What the fuck happened now?” 
 
    “I would also love to have the answer to that question,” came another voice from behind the medical officer of the Farrago; husky, exotic, and all too familiar. 
 
    Rosa stepped aside, her hand slipping down to a pistol that had been left on a table on the opposite side of the room. 
 
    Zizara Yasine stood in the doorway, dressed in her habitual all-white attire. Her edge to edge onyx eyes regarded the group with sanguine nonchalance. There was a small, warm smile on her lips, as if the sight of Decker and his new crew was a joy in itself. 
 
    “Yes, indeed,” she said. “Tell me, Captain James Decker, what has been happening with you? Where have you been? There are rumors circulating, of course. Who are your friends? And where is my money?” 
 
    Decker returned the small, enigmatic smile of the most lethal, well-connected, and downright cunning mind on Dracone with one of his own. 
 
    “Sit down, Yasine,” Decker growled, patting the gel-filled couch beside him. “Sit down and I’ll fill you in on everything.” 
 
    Zizara Yasine moved so gracefully into the VIP room that she almost flowed. Her long white coat flapped around her as she stepped over the prone form of Craglin. 
 
    “You seem to have found yourself a Renkiddion,” she observed, without so much as glancing at the mumbling ginger-haired little man. 
 
    “I wish that was the half of it,” Decker said.  
 
    Yasine’s messy, short, pure white hair glinted in the lights of the club behind. At her temple, the subtle blue light of whatever implant or enhancement she’d had embedded blinked softly. She sat down, crossed her legs, and took no heed of the three other women who watched her silently. 
 
    “Now, James,” Zizara Yasine said, calling him by his first name as no one else did, “you better pour us both a drink. Judging by the expressions on the faces of you and your compatriots, I think we’re going to need one. From what I can see,” and Yasine turned her eyes to the striking figure of Saavi and then to Apricis, “you completed the set task. My eyes on the docks tell me of a blonde female waving you off who is a precise match for the picture of the bounty you were sent to find.” 
 
    “But, we landed around the back of the repair yard,” Rosa blurted. 
 
    “Miss Hawkes, there’s nowhere on Dracone that escapes my scrutiny, especially considering how you left Dracone the last time you were here,” Zizara Yasine replied. 
 
    Rosa colored a little, but Yasine raised a placating hand and smiled at her before turning back to Decker. 
 
    “The future should be looking bright for you, no?” she said. “And yet you look anxious—if such a thing could be believed about the infamous Captain Decker.” 
 
    Decker reached for the bottle of liquor and poured generous measures into two glasses. He handed one to Yasine and touched his own glass against it. 
 
    “I think we all have plenty to be anxious about, Yasine,” he said. “Without sounding like too much of a pessimist, it sounds like the posterity of our fucking species, if not only ourselves, might be at stake soon enough.” 
 
    Decker waved his hand around. Then snorted. He sounded bitter and tired even in his own ears. 
 
    “If that’s the case,” he continued, “all of these pleasures of the mind and senses that you purvey here seem kind of like pitiable and crumbling distractions that are shoring us all up against our inevitable fucking ruin, don’t you think?” 
 
    He knocked back his drink and poured himself another. To his surprise, Yasine did the same with her own drink and then held out her glass to him, while still the other three women watched on distrustfully. In his head, Lorelei stayed silent. 
 
    Decker could tell that Rosa was only one excuse away from launching herself at the owner of the Cateran Supper Club. He hoped she wouldn’t. The last thing he needed, on top of the bad news he had just received from the symbiotes, was to see Rosa Hawkes die in this dimly lit place. 
 
    “I thought you never drank,” Decker said in a low voice, pouring Yasine another measure of the sub-par spirits. 
 
    “There’s a time and a place for everything, James,” Yasine said. “There’s a time and a place for everything.” 
 
    She took another sip of her drink and then nodded at Decker. 
 
    “Now,” she said, “tell me what kind of shitstorm you’ve brought to the Myrmidon System’s doorstep.” 
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