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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    James Decker, captain of the living starship Farrago, shifted his feet. He ran a finger around the inside of his collar. He grimaced. He was, well and truly, out of his comfort zone. 
 
    This was saying a lot for Decker, who had endured about as much discomfort over the past few months as most people did in their entire lifetimes—and the average life expectancy in the Myrmidon System had now cracked one hundred and ten years old. 
 
    “Would you stop fidgeting, cap?” Rosa Hawkes, medical officer of the Farrago, hissed at him. 
 
    “Sorry,” he muttered. 
 
    Decker ran a hand over his freshly buzzed head and then stroked his bristly jaw. He should have gotten Apricis, the red-headed symbiote, to give his face a shave while she had been tidying him up. 
 
    At another nudge from Rosa, he dropped his hand and concentrated on not drawing attention to himself. The past few months had seen him and Rosa take on a new ship and crew, and embark on the types of escapades that had quite literally given Decker a fresh sprinkling of silver through his dark blonde hair. 
 
    They had hunted down a strange woman, Lorelei, who had set a bounty on her own head; taken command of a spacecraft built from an incredibly rare metal, vestrite, and powered and imbued with a variety of living, self-improving technology; met a race of previously unheard of people, the symbiotes; committed to helping them find the last remnants of their civilization for a promised fortune; taken on the scourge of the system, the hated Thraxians; made more unintentional enemies than Decker could keep a track of, and… 
 
    Decker rummaged through some internal compartments of his brain. He was sure there had been something else. 
 
    Oh, and you blew up a planet, his brain supplied him. Don’t forget that. 
 
    “And now, even though we’re wanted the system over,” Decker muttered, forgetting himself and rubbing distractedly at his stubbly jaw again, “we find ourselves here.” 
 
    The truth was, none of that other shit really bothered James Decker. He had never been the sort of man that cared to pray to be sheltered from dangers—you didn’t become a bounty hunter if you fretted too much about your own life. Rather, he had always found it easier to try to be fearless in facing them. 
 
    No, none of that phased Decker. Even the idea of being red-listed by the Galactic Watch Committee, the most powerful security force in the system that was jointly funded by a number of galactic nations, didn’t worry him overmuch. 
 
    All those troubles were so large that they barely registered on Decker’s radar. What was bothering him, what was making him shift from side to side like a naughty school boy, was the situation he currently found himself in. 
 
    “Would you quit it, cap?” Rosa said, looping her bare arm through his and giving him a half reassuring, half admonishing squeeze. “You’re making us stick out like a sore thumb.” 
 
    “I feel less like a sore thumb and more like a severed hand,” Decker grunted. He looked down into Rosa’s angular face and found the bright blue eyes staring up at him from under the stylishly messy purple hair. They were twinkling merrily. 
 
    “Is big, bad James Decker feeling a little out of his depth having to get suited and booted?” Rosa teased him, sticking her bottom lip out in a pout that made him want to jump her bones there and then. “With all the professional shit waiting to drop on our heads, you’re worried about having to dress up all fancy like this, make some polite conversation and, most probably, do a job that doesn’t involve killing anyone? We better not let dear Miss Yasine know.” 
 
    If Decker had been concerned about anything that revolved around his professional life, it might very well have been the thought of letting down Zizara Yasine. The woman who, to all intents and purposes, ran the Unofficial Consortium of Bounty Hunters was as close to a friend as Decker had ever really had. He didn’t want to betray the trust she had put in him when she let him walk away from the debt he still owed. There were very few bounty hunting mediators in the trade. Not a single one of them would have done what she did. 
 
    Decker grimaced again and looked down at his attire. He was wearing a beautifully tailored navy tuxedo, complete with the fashionable long tails and bolo tie, over his bio-suit. The matching pants were tucked into boots that clung to his calves and pinched his feet mercilessly. 
 
    “I just… don’t feel right in all this shit,” he grunted. 
 
    “Well, if I may make a bold statement, sir, you wear all that shit rather well,” Rosa said, putting on a posh accent and raising her nose so high into the air that if it’d started raining she might’ve been in danger of drowning. 
 
    Decker snorted and gave her a quick up and down. “Yeah, you don’t scrub at too bad yourself, Hawkes.” 
 
    She didn’t either. In fact, he would have said that, dressed in a flowing gown of olive green that was cut in all the right places, the woman looked ravishing. 
 
    If he had been the kind of man to even think about using the word ‘ravishing’ in a serious context, of course. 
 
    “Well, still my fluttering heart,” Rosa said drily. “What a fucking charmer you are, cap.” 
 
    Decker rolled his eyes, as the queue they were in shuffled forward. Peering over the heads of the elegantly dressed folk in front of him, he was glad to note that they were finally nearing the entrance to the Solar Tempest Hotel and Casino.  
 
    “My apologies,” Decker said. “I’m a little rusty. It’s been a while since I had to put on my finery and act the gentleman.” 
 
    Rosa’s smile could have powered a space station.  
 
    “Captain James Decker, the gentleman,” she said, slapping him with the back of one gloved hand. “I know the universe is big, but I don’t think it’s big enough to contain that.” 
 
    Decker smiled thinly as they approached the security station of the casino. 
 
    “I don’t know,” he whispered, leaning down to speak into Rosa’s ear. “I’ve found, in this hunting game of ours, that the word gentleman could just as easily be used to describe the most patient kind of wolf as anything else.” 
 
    “True, true,” Rosa whispered back. From point-blank range, the subtle perfume she wore was particularly beguiling. “Now, you’re sure you remembered to take off all your weapons, cap? These boys in front of us aren’t going to like it if you didn’t, and tonight is a night for subtlety.” 
 
    “Right… subtlety,” Decker said as the couple in front of them were ushered through the security portal. “I can do subtlety.” 
 
    For some reason, Rosa did not look convinced. 
 
    Canton was a small ocean world that had, up until a few generations ago, been a penal colony. After being purchased by an intergalactic conglomerate, the entire planet had been refurbished and renovated into the gambling mecca of the Myrmidon System. Now, over ten thousand privately owned casinos dotted the aquatic surface of Canton, each with their own spaceports capable of dealing with differing influxes of ships, and catering to a different class of punter. 
 
    “Sir, do you have any outstanding warrants or bounties upon your person?” intoned the security officer standing to the left of the scanning portal. He spoke in the voice of a man who had asked the same question eight thousand times that evening and was destined to ask it ten thousand more. “Guests with any previous galactic criminal record of any kind are advised to disclose such information on arrival.” 
 
    Decker raised his hands above his head, as directed by the holographic display to one side of the scanning portal, and tried his luck at a winning smile. He had a feeling that it came across as more of a sneer, due to his nerves, but that would be in keeping with the pretentious douchebags who flocked to this elaborate establishment. 
 
    “I didn’t realize a criminal record was still a mandatory requirement for being let in,” he replied. 
 
    The guard’s expression was so stony it might have been carved into the side of a mountain. With a strained smile, he waved Rosa and Decker through. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The inside of the Solar Tempest Hotel and Casino was as opulent and over the top as any place that Decker had ever set foot. He was glad to have Rosa with him. Where Decker felt uncomfortable in anything that wasn’t a flight suit or his worn old aviator jacket, the medical officer moved with the ease and grace of one born to a world of gowns and shawls and luxury. 
 
    Decker found himself marveling at the woman—and not just because she looked so damn good. She had spent far more time under the harsh LED lights of a space-cruiser’s interior than she had the soft glow of artificial candlelight. Had spent more time, as of late, covered in blood than makeup. Yet, still she glided through the magnificently appointed entrance hall and out into the main floor of the casino with the poise of an intergalactic dignitary. 
 
    “Decker? Rosa?” Lorelei’s calm voice came clear through the stealthy mic and receiver set-up mounted to his rear molar.    
 
    “Copy, Lorelei,” Decker replied to the blonde nymph-like symbiote. 
 
    “From the intelligence provided to us by Miss Yasine,” Lorelei said, “our mark spends most of his time in the main gaming hall of the Solar Tempest Hotel and Casino.” 
 
    Decker and Rosa both scanned the room. Rosa’s carefully crafted expression was one of austere and grudging respect; a filthy rich woman who was, in spite of her better judgment, impressed by the lavish surroundings. Decker’s face told the story of a man who could not believe that, even in the age of interstellar space travel, civilization had the balls and the capabilities to build such a structure on the open ocean.  
 
    “You wouldn’t be able to narrow the target a little, would you, honey?” Rosa asked, disguising her words as she plucked a flute of something fizzy and golden from a passing tray wielded by a man dressed in a suit almost as fine as Decker’s. “If I read the brief correctly, this place’s main floor covers over six hundred thousand square feet.” 
 
    “Good point, Rosa,” Saavi said, her deeper voice coming across the airwaves. “I’m uploading our target’s biometric signature, as well as facial identification points, to your tactical contact lenses now.” 
 
    “Thanks, sugar,” Rosa said, sipping her drink. 
 
    Decker was glad for the help. The Solar Tempest’s main gambling floor had 9,500 electronic games of one kind or another, 3,400 slot machines, a seventy-table poker room, one hundred and fifty other table games, off-track betting that covered such galactic events and series as the Interstellar Grand Prix and the Myrmidon BloodSport Cup, high-limit rooms, keno, and a bingo hall with an over one thousand gambler capacity.  
 
    The primary tower of suites, which stuck up from the glittering clam shell-shaped main building like a middle finger pointed at the rest of the system, had almost five hundred rooms. The casino also sported a separate high roller hotel, entertainment, shopping, restaurants and fine dining, four different wedding venues, and even hosted funerals for those who wished to be buried at sea. 
 
    In short, finding their target in such an environment without pulling off every trick at their disposal would have taken days. 
 
    Decker felt a warm glow on his inner arm, which told him that his omni-com had been updated. A second later, a small message in the corner of his right eye informed him that his tactical contact lens had been brought up to code too. 
 
    “Thanks, girls,” Decker said. “It was going to be like finding a needle in a haystack otherwise.” 
 
    “I’ve never understood that expression,” Rosa murmured, her eyes sweeping the vista of indecent wealth with the perpetually bored manner of the impossibly rich. “Surely, if you needed to find a needle in a haystack, you’d just use a magnet?” 
 
    “Another excellent point,” Apricis said. 
 
    The three symbiotes had stayed onboard the Farrago, safe and secure in one of the nearby shuttle bays. It had cost them a painful amount of credits to dock so close to the casino, but with such high value passengers, Decker had not wanted to take any chances. 
 
    Besides, he thought, odds are that we’re going to be making a hasty exit. We usually do these days. 
 
    Trying his hand at insouciance, Decker reached for a glass of bubbles from another one of the cruising waiters. The man turned away at the last moment, but Decker recovered quickly, continuing the motion to pretend he had wanted to stretch his arm all along. He caught Rosa trying to stifle the giggle that desperately wanted to break loose. 
 
    “Let’s just find this Dorian Wellington prick,” he said into his medical officer’s ear as he looped an arm around her waist and they began to saunter across the vast space. 
 
    While Decker and, indirectly, Zizara Yasine had been promised a fortune by Lorelei to help the symbiotes collect the last seven scattered members of their race from across the Myrmidon System, there was an unfortunate reality to be faced. Decker and his small crew needed to take on the occasional job to keep the money flowing in.  
 
    Work was essential if Decker wished to keep himself from falling too much further into the debt that Yasine felt he owed her. They also, on a more practical level, needed the credits that bounty hunting jobs brought in to buy supplies of air and water—the two most important resources for space travelers—as well as keeping it stocked with provisions.  
 
    Thus, they found themselves on the contract to hunt a certain Dorian Wellington. 
 
    “Give me a rundown on this asshole one more time, will you, Lorelei?” Decker breathed as he finally managed to snare a glass of something pretending to be whisky from a passing tray with an agile lunge. 
 
    “Please,” Rosa rebuked him. 
 
    “Please, Lorelei,” Decker muttered. 
 
    “Dorian Wellington. Male. Hails from the planet of Ik’at,” Lorelei said crisply. 
 
    It sounded like the symbiote was reading the information straight off an omni-com, though she was actually accessing the data directly out of the Farrago’s gargantuan internal storage system. It was, Decker supposed, one of the perks of having an XO who was, essentially, a part of the ship. 
 
    “Wellington runs—or, well, ran—most of the asteroid mining operations in the Myrmidon System,” Lorelei continued. “His company was called Duke Mining Corp. The bounty on his head was put there, according to the files we have been provided by Miss Yasine, because he accumulated too much gambling debt with, and I quote, ‘the kind of people who will sooner use you as bait on the hook than let you off it’.” 
 
    While she was talking, Decker and Rosa glided unhurriedly through the crowds. For Decker, who was used to the close confines and the sterile smell of the perfectly measured atmosphere of a space-cruiser, the barrage of different perfumes and scents, paired with the soaring three-story ceiling, buffeted him like a sensory sea. 
 
    Trying to appear nonchalant, but sweating despite the adaptive bio-suit he wore, he let Rosa take his hand and guide him where she would. He glanced around at the groups of smiling, frowning, drinking swarms of people clustered around the gambling table, while the corner of his HUD spooled percentages on peoples’ faces matching the picture of Dorian Wellington. 
 
    “The strange thing is,” Lorelei continued, “is that, as far as I have been able to ascertain, there are no financial anomalies in any of Wellington’s or Duke Mining Corp’s numerous accounts throughout the system.” 
 
    Decker, who was only half listening to the words being spoken, nevertheless recognized the alien sound of doubt in the usually very sure symbiote’s voice. 
 
    “If he’s as smart and savvy a businessman as he sounds,” Rosa said, “couldn’t he have found a way to siphon money out that might have eluded you?” 
 
    “No,” Lorelei said. 
 
    Decker almost grinned at the reply. There was no one like a symbiote when it came to being sure about something. 
 
    “How about cash—” Rosa began to say. 
 
    “Cash?” Decker laughed. “When was the last time you ever heard of someone using cash outside of a history book? Even those credit chips that Craglin stuffed his pockets with in Thrax are only good to use in the kind of ship repair yards that specialize in repurposing and recycling hardware from other people who don’t realize they’ve donated their drive parts until they go to start up their ship—or places like this.” 
 
    Rosa drained her drink and shrugged. Such was her magnetism that a waiter was at her side before she so much as had to cast around for somewhere to set her empty flute. 
 
    “Anyway, you don’t get into trouble paying your way with money you already have,” Decker continued, once the waiter was gone. “You get into that kind of trouble by borrowing on account.” 
 
    “Still,” Lorelei said, “it seems strange that an individual who is apparently in so much financial trouble should be acting so publicly like he is, no?”  
 
    “I’ll tell you what, Lorelei,” Decker said, his strange blue-green eyes locked on a point some fifty yards away, “we might be able to ask Mr. Wellington himself soon enough, because I’m looking at him right now.” 
 
    Rosa turned and looked where Decker was staring. She frowned. 
 
    “I don’t see him, cap,” she said. 
 
    “That’s because I’m looking at him out of the corner of my left eye,” Decker said, looking at Rosa as he spoke to her, but concentrating on the figure in his periphery.  
 
    Through a gap between two banks of chiming, flashing slot machines, and highlighted in red thanks to his HUD, he could make out Dorian Wellington at one of the gaming tables.  
 
    Decker pulled Rosa to him, gave her a perfunctory kiss on the cheek for show, and said, “I’ve got a sudden hankering to shoot some craps, my dear. Let’s go and get this bastard.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The craps table was full, and it took Decker and Rosa the better part of half an hour to get a spot on it. It might have taken longer, if not for Rosa’s skill at insinuating herself through the crowd. Where Decker would have used an elbow, Rosa opted for a flash of white teeth and flutter of eyelashes. 
 
    More than one male spectator found himself being inexorably pushed aside, only to have his snarl of annoyance cut down before it had even left his throat by Rosa Hawkes’ dazzling smile. By the time the fellow had recovered enough of his wits to make some sort of advance, Rosa had floated by him and been replaced by the intimidating bulk of Decker. 
 
    The impassive look on Decker’s muted face turned protests into quiet grumbles of disappointment. Fear was good like that. Fear encouraged procrastination and cowardice, even in moguls of technology and industry. 
 
    Finally, Decker took his place at the edge of the table. He pushed a pile of the credit chips that Craglin—the Renkiddion that Decker had busted out of a prison cell on Dracone—had stolen during their rescue mission on Thrax. The dealer accepted the credits and exchanged them for gold and silver plastic gambling discs. 
 
    While he did this, Decker’s eyes wandered up to the huge crystalline dome that spanned the gaming hall and the stars that shone beyond it. The slight cloud cover that they had descended through in the upper atmosphere looked to have dispersed. The night was bright and cold and clear. 
 
    “Spectacular, isn’t it?” said the man standing across the table from Decker. 
 
    Decker lowered his gaze. He did not need the red highlight supplied by his HUD, nor the gentle exertion of pressure on his arm from Rosa, to recognize who was addressing him. 
 
    “Indeed,” he replied to Dorian Wellington. 
 
    “They had to fabricate all the glass panels off-world and ship it in, of course,” Wellington said, in the kind of nasally voice that made Decker want to reach out and slam the other gambler’s head into the baize tabletop. “No easily accessible sand on this waterlogged rock, obviously.” 
 
    “Obviously,” Decker said. 
 
    Dorian Wellington was, as Lorelei had told Decker and Rosa, an Ik’at. As such, he had dusky orange skin, and the tall build of one of those who had been born and raised in a low-gravity environment. As all Ik’ats almost universally did, the owner—or ex-owner, as the case might’ve been—of the Duke Mining Corp had curly silver hair, which gave him a faintly foppish look. 
 
    “The whole dome came in at a shade under twelve-million credits, I believe,” Wellington drawled casually, flicking a spec of dust from his reserved, but extremely high quality suit, as a few of the men and women gathered around watching murmured appreciatively at such an exorbitant sum for a window. 
 
    As Wellington rambled on, and some of the other gamblers around the table took their turns with the dice, Decker watched his mark over the rim of his tumbler. 
 
    Ik’ats were born administrators, accountants, bureaucrats, and business owners. Not much got past them, but because they had such a fantastic grasp on economics and finance,  they were often extremely greedy too. They were all too aware of what they could get out of each and every business deal they embarked on, and so they often went all-in. They did this, heedless of the fact that the X-factor—usually in the form of criminal interference—could all too easily derail their linear plans. 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    Decker blinked and set down his glass, turning his attention to the craps dealer. 
 
    “It’s your turn, honey,” Rosa said to him, shooting him a look that reminded him that they were on a job and not a vacation. 
 
    Decker saw that the pair of dice had been pushed in front of him. The little square objects gleamed under the soft light globes that floated over the heads of the crowds. They were made of some alloy that very much resembled gold. 
 
    Shit, they might just be gold in a joint like this, Decker thought. 
 
    He picked them up and hefted them. He had never been much of a gambler, had never been one to risk the necessary in the hope they might turn it into the superfluous. Besides, risking credits didn’t really hold the same thrill to a man who was used to risking a whole lot more than that before lunch most days. 
 
    “Are you ready to roll, sir?” the dealer asked, verbally nudging him without going so far as to openly tell him to get a move on. 
 
    Decker looked across the table at the smarmy figure of Dorian Wellington. He needed to get the man away from this table. To Decker, there seemed to be only one sure way to do that. 
 
    “Sure,” he said, tossing the dice up and catching them. “Sure.” 
 
    He looked at Rosa and flashed her a faster than lightspeed wink. 
 
    “Let’s play.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Two hours later, the only players still at the table were Decker and Dorian Wellington. All the others had bowed out, the stakes having become too rich for their blood. 
 
    Decker looked cool and composed. That was because he was feeling cool and composed. The money that he had started out with had been the ill-gotten gains of the late King Kalatox of Thrax, so he had no qualms about losing it. What was making him particularly relaxed though, what was his secret ace in the hole, was his metallurgence ability. 
 
    This was the affinity that had been granted him after he had slept with, and bonded with, the symbiote, Lorelei. Metallurgence enabled Decker to control any metal in the known universe—or at least all the ones he’d encountered so far—with his mind. It was a power that had allowed him to smash up entire spacecraft. 
 
    Manipulating two little cubes of metal was child’s play in comparison. 
 
    “What’s the current wager?” Decker asked the dealer, his eyes glued on Dorian Wellington. The Ik’at did not look happy. 
 
    The dealer’s eyes roved over the baize.     
 
    “Four hundred and thirteen thousand credits, sir,” he said. 
 
    Decker watched the underside of Wellington’s eyelids flicker. 
 
    “And what do I need to win the pot?” Decker asked. 
 
    He already knew, of course, but he’d be damned if he wasn’t going to squeeze every ounce of drama from this moment. He needed to ensure that Wellington left of his own accord. 
 
    “Sir is required to roll a double six,” the dealer said, inclining his head. 
 
    Decker nodded and took the bet, holding the dice out for Rosa to blow on. She hesitated, playing up to the palpable excitement that had wrapped the crowd around the table in an electric fist. 
 
    “Come on, baby,” Decker said, warming to his role. “You don’t think I can bring home the gravy?” 
 
    Rosa raised an eyebrow and blew on the two dice in Decker’s hand. 
 
    “Your lack of hesitation is admirable, Mr…,” Wellington said. 
 
    Decker smiled a wolfish smile at the other man, but did not answer his question. 
 
    “Self-doubt is a silver-tongued mistress, pal,” he replied amiably, rattling the dice in his palm. “It’s a foolish man that lays down to fuck her. Chances are you’ll never get your balls back.” 
 
    There was a chorus of chuckles from around the table, and some of the women, under some pretext that Decker couldn’t fathom, giggled and put their hands to their chests, as if they had never heard such language before. 
 
    Decker rolled the dice. The two cubes of gold tumbled across the baize, dancing and skipping merrily before striking the far end of the table. 
 
    If they didn’t land as he needed them to, with twelve black dots pointing up at the multitude of glittering silver ones visible in the early evening sky above, he’d be on the hook for almost as many credits as he’d made in all his years of bounty hunting. 
 
    He almost felt bad, as he reached out with his metallurgence ability to ensure the two sixes came up. 
 
    Almost. 
 
    But not quite.  
 
    The dice rolled to a stop, Decker putting a little spin on the second die so that it took its time in coming down on the green felt. 
 
    The spectators around the table erupted. 
 
    “He got it! Damn boxcars!” some old fellow with an enormous mustache bellowed, wiping his forehead with a handkerchief as if it had been his money on the line. 
 
    “He rolled a midnight! A midnight! What are the chances?” exclaimed a woman with her golden hair piled up on her head like a beehive. 
 
    “About two point eight percent,” sniffed Dorian Wellington. 
 
    Decker regarded the man, as strangers slapped him heartily on the back, from across the table. Dorian alone of the company appeared less than pleased with the outcome. Decker wasn’t surprised. The Ik’at had just lost a fortune. 
 
    As the dealer signed a credit note for Decker, which he could cash at any reputable casino in the system, Decker watched Wellington grumble and skulk away. 
 
    “Keep an eye on him,” Decker said under his breath to Rosa, as he allowed the dealer to scan the slip of paper across his omni-com to give him a digital copy of the credit note. 
 
    “Yep,” Rosa replied. 
 
    Decker managed to extricate from the press of fawning onlookers after a minute or so. He didn’t invite it in any way that he could see, but a number of the females in the group pressed him for a connection on his omni-com so that they might rendezvous with him later in the evening. Decker kept his mouth shut, glowering at the men who tried to shake his hand, while not giving the women around him the time of day. To his surprise, this only seemed to make them more intent on getting the information they were after. 
 
    With a few deft taps, Decker sent the scanned credit note to Lorelei on the Farrago. 
 
    “Get this cashed as fast as you can, please,” he told her. “I want the money in our account as soon as we can. Just in case things go south here and they decide not to honor it.” 
 
    “I’m on it,” came Apricis’ reply. 
 
    Along with Rosa, Decker trailed their bounty target across the vast sweep of the casino floor. It was easy enough to remain clandestine, thanks to the mass of jostling, yelling, chattering, mingling people. Eventually, keeping an easy twenty paces between them, they watched as Dorian Wellington sidled into one of the many upmarket bars and perched himself on a high stool at a corner booth. 
 
    Decker and Rosa waited until the morose-looking Ik’at had ordered a drink. Watching him, they noticed something that put a smile on Decker’s face and told the pair of them that it was time to move. 
 
    The final piece of the trap had just slipped into place. 
 
    Decker ordered a couple of drinks at the bar, swiped his omni-com, and waited for the bartender to do her thing. Meanwhile, Rosa watched Wellington in the mirror that hung over the bar.  
 
    When the drinks were poured, the two of them strolled over to Dorian Wellington. Without a moment’s hesitation, Rosa slipped onto the stool next to the Ik’at, while Decker made himself comfortable opposite him at the discreet table. 
 
    Wellington looked surprised, but quietly elated, when he noticed Rosa perch next to him. However, this jubilant astonishment was quickly soured when Decker set his drink on the table and leaned toward him. 
 
    “You,” the bounty said. “What the bloody hell do you want? I hope you don’t expect me to buy you a drink.” 
 
    Decker sipped his whisky. It was smooth and very good. Very good indeed. If it was a  synthetic copy, then it was such a good one that it made no difference. 
 
    “Nah, I’m not after a drink, Dorian,” he said. 
 
    Wellington’s eyebrows rose. “How do you—?” 
 
    Rosa tapped her omni-com a couple of times and brought up Wellington’s bounty data-sheet. When he saw it, the Ik’at’s eyes went wide. 
 
    “That’s not—” he blurted. 
 
    “You’re more than welcome to deny it if you like, Wellington,” Decker said, taking another sip of his drink. “Hell, people can deny anything they like—I’ve seen it plenty of times—but the fact is that you are Dorian Wellington.” 
 
    Wellington licked his lips nervously. 
 
    “I don’t suppose there’s a chance that—?” he tried to say. 
 
    “No,” Decker said. 
 
    “I’m a wealthy man, I could—” 
 
    “No, you couldn’t,” Rosa said, patting the man on his slender arm. “Besides, you’ve already given us a lot of your money. We’re not thieves, you know.” 
 
    It was surprising, Decker thought, what might goad a man into showing a bit of spine. In this instance, it was Rosa’s condescending pat that had lit the fire within the beanpole Ik’at. 
 
    “I suppose this is the part where you tell me you’re taking me in?” he spat at Decker. 
 
    Decker cleared his throat and tapped a finger against his beaker. 
 
    “Seems a bit hackneyed when you put it like that,” he said, “but, yeah, that’s about the shape of it.” 
 
    Wellington snorted. “In case either of you cretins had bothered to notice, we’re surrounded by people. Neither of you have weapons on you if you came through the main entrance, which I assumed you did dressed as you are. Why should I cooperate?” 
 
    “First of all,” Rosa said kindly, “the man across the table from you is more than capable of snapping your pencil neck with his bare hands.” 
 
    Dorian Wellington’s Adam’s apple bobbed up and down in his scrawny throat. 
 
    “Secondly,” Rosa continued, leaning closer to Wellington and dropping her voice to a sultry whisper, so that the businessman leaned in toward her in spite of himself, “what makes you think we don’t have a gun on you?” 
 
    There was a rustle of cloth from under the high table and then Decker saw their mark freeze in mid-breath. His eyes, which were already bigger and rounder than they usually would have been, grew even more saucer-like. Wellington’s orange skin took on an ashy quality. Slowly, his eyes moved down to the tabletop, as if he hoped he would be able to see through it if he concentrated hard enough. 
 
    Decker cocked his head to the side and said, deadpan, “What’s wrong, Wellington? You’ve gone all stiff.” 
 
    “And not in the way that most blokes would consider to be good,” came the voice of Craglin from under the high table. 
 
    Rosa giggled lightly to herself as she swirled the dregs of her drink around in her glass. 
 
    “That,” Decker said, his eyes glued to Wellington’s face, “is our resident Renkiddion, Craglin. Say hello, Craglin.” 
 
    Under the table, the pint-sized, portly, foul-mouthed chief engineer of the Farrago pressed the barrel of his pulser pistol into Wellington’s nuts and said, “G’day, Craglin.” 
 
    These words were followed by a hiccup. 
 
    Decker frowned, as Wellington sucked in a tight little breath. “Have you been drinking, man?” he asked the Rekinddion. 
 
    “Come on, mate,” the invisible Craglin said, “I snuck in through the kitchen’s, didn’t I? Is it my fault that there were a few bottles of the good stuff to hand?” 
 
    Rosa sighed through her nose. “Are you able to do your job, short-ass?” 
 
    “Come on, darl, how pissed do you think I am?” Craglin replied. “I’d have to be proper stinko to miss this bastard from here. Why, I’m practically eye to eye with his—” 
 
    There was a dull thud as Rosa kicked Craglin under the table. 
 
    “Understood,” the Renkiddion said. 
 
    Decker grabbed a simple eating knife that he had picked up from a cutlery basket behind the bar and tapped it on the table. Wellington’s terrified eyes snapped onto it. 
 
    “Put your hands out,” Decker said. 
 
    “I’m not going to let you cut my finger off so that you can send it to the board,” the Ik’at suddenly said in a strangled voice. 
 
    Decker raised his eyebrows. “What? No. Just… no. Look, put your hands out, wrists together.” 
 
    “Do as you’re told, mate,” came the menacing voice of Craglin from under the table. “Unless you fancy me hitting your right bollock with enough focused microwave to blow it up.” 
 
    The Ik’at did as he was told, and Decker lay the knife across his wrists. Using his metallurgence once again, he bent the knife around their captive’s skinny wrists so that it was fashioned into a rudimentary set of shackles. 
 
    “All right,” he said once that was done. “On your feet, Wellington. We’re out of here.” 
 
    As Rosa pulled the docile prisoner to his feet, and the florid face of Craglin emerged from under the table, Decker sent a telepathic message out to Lorelei. 
 
    Ready the ship, he said. We’re on our way.    
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Craglin, Rosa, and Decker escorted Wellington through the packed casino. Rosa purloined a  shimmering shawl from somewhere and draped it over Wellington’s cuffed hands. Then, she looped her arm through his to stop the little weasel from making a run for it at the first opportunity. Decker strolled along in front, with Craglin stumping along in the rear. The Renkiddion was dressed in a custom tuxedo that could have belonged to either a waiter or one of the guests. 
 
    As is wont to happen in these scenarios, where the bounty has been picked up but has yet to be secured on the ship, Decker had to fight the urge to break into a mad dash. However, a tenet of successful bounty hunting burned bright and clear in the forefront of his mind: losing your shit in a tight spot is a great way to become the tight spot. 
 
    He spotted the security guards converging on them long before they made themselves obvious. They swam into his ken slowly and inevitably, like a couple of asteroids floating serenely into a major shipping lane.  
 
    Decker had been expecting to see them, but hoping that he wouldn’t. It had been a while since he had been in a gambling establishment of any kind and actually gambled, but he remembered too late that casinos didn’t mind the patrons winning money—just not too much money. 
 
    Decker was far from a sucker. He knew that these two suited toughs were not going to be the sorts of guys he’d be able to talk his way out of accompanying. Establishments like the Solar Tempest Hotel and Casino didn’t hold with petty criminals. They only let in the biggest, fattest, flashiest, wealthiest criminals. The variety of men and women who had made plundering such a lucrative way of life that they had created a whole new level of society and, over the course of time, had also set up for themselves a legal system that authorized their skullduggery, as well as a specialist moral code that glorified it. 
 
    The two men sidled in and blocked the way before Decker’s group. Glancing back, Decker saw a flash of hope dawn on Wellington’s face. 
 
    Poor bastard. He actually thinks that the likes of these two are going to stop us dragging him off-world and back to Zizara Yasine, Decker thought. 
 
    The two men stopped in front of Decker, blocking his way. It was well timed, he had to give them that.  
 
    He shot the two suited men a disdainful look. He had met too many genuine hard cases in his time to know that this pair of gorillas might walk the walk, but they weren’t expecting anyone to stand up to them. Why would they? They’d spent the majority of their tough guy careers scaring rich pricks who’d try to steal a few shekels from the casino, or gotten too drunk, or made a pass at the wrong woman. They might occasionally be required to bloody their knuckles on some chancer or modern day thimblerigger, but nothing worse than that. 
 
    “That was cute,” Decker said as the man on the right opened his mouth to speak. “Well choreographed, each of you moving in from either side like that. Taking your time, all the way from the blackjack tables. Did you use mics, or was that all practice?” 
 
    He could see that his words had taken the two men aback. They glanced at one another. 
 
    Rosa had turned Dorian Wellington away from the guards so that Wellington couldn’t communicate with his sappy face that he was fearing for his life. 
 
    “C’mon, honey,” she said to Decker, over Wellington’s shoulder, “it’s obvious that these two probably practice that shit in their downtime. They’ve got that look.” 
 
    The man on the left, a hulking squat guy, with a thick beard that grew almost up to his lower eyelids, opened his mouth and raised a finger. 
 
    Decker got there first. He took a couple of steps forward with his hands raised in lofty and condescending placation. 
 
    “I get it, boys, I get it,” he said. 
 
    “Get it, sir?” the man on the right asked as he clearly struggled to find the rug that had been pulled from under him. 
 
    “We’re all of us thugs to some degree, right?” Decker said, taking another step and closing the gap a little more. “Only, in case you didn’t realize, the very best thugs understand the psychology of the individual.” 
 
    The men exchanged another glance. Inside, Decker grinned to himself. It wasn’t often that he got to teach people lessons, but he always tried to do his best when such an opportunity arose. 
 
    The bearded man opened his mouth and extended his finger yet again, but once more Decker cut him off with a sad shake off his head. He reached out and patted the man on his brawny shoulder. Such was the guard’s puzzlement, he actually let Decker do it. 
 
    “There is a comfort in running as a pack,” Decker said in a low voice to the two men. “There is, in your trade especially, a peace of mind in exerting control. There is a thrill in authority and, as the animals that we all know ourselves to be, we are all secretly attracted to violence. Am I wrong?” 
 
    “Sir,” the guy without the beard said, trying to find some comfort in the speech he had no doubt memorized from the Private Security Training Handbook’s ‘How to Deal with Rich, Entitled Assholes’ chapter. “Sir, I’m going to need you to—” 
 
    “The thing about violence though, boys,” Decker continued casually. “The thing about proper violence is that, by its very nature, it is sudden.” 
 
    Decker’s hand shot up. 
 
    He hadn’t moved or bunched his shoulders, hadn’t planted his feet, and so his movements had not in any way telegraphed that he was about to lay the guards out. His open hand caught the taller of the two in the throat, and the man collapsed, eyes bulging. 
 
    Decker still had his other hand on the shorter bearded guy’s shoulder, so it was the work of a moment to grab him by the collar and drag his face down to meet Decker’s rising knee. There was a crunch, a spray of crimson, and the man’s legs sagged. Before the man’s knees could even hit the plush carpet, Decker had raised his hand and delivered a thunderous right to the back of the man’s head, flooring him. 
 
    Decker was just about to tell the other two to get a hustle on, when a cry from Rosa made him turn. 
 
    Dorian Wellington was hot-footing it away toward the main entrance of the casino. His hands were still manacled, but that didn’t stop him from setting a respectable pace with his long legs. 
 
    “Shit!” Decker growled. “Come on!” 
 
    He, Rosa, and Craglin sprinted after the fleeing bounty. As they passed the two downed guards, the man who Decker had struck in the windpipe made a grab at Rosa’s dress. Without missing a beat, Craglin stepped in and kicked the man hard under the jaw, knocking him out. 
 
    Rosa had told Decker that their grabbing of Wellington should be a subtle piece of work. The chase through the Solar Tempest Hotel and Casino was anything but. 
 
    With the three pursuing Wellington through posh, gawking patrons, it was not long before the pursuit became a three-fold event. Soon, security arrived in droves. 
 
    Wellington led the way, his long Ik’at legs propelling him through the crowds. Thin and nimble, he dodged with ease through gaps that Decker and his friends had to elbow through. 
 
    Something else that slowed Decker’s little crew was the fact that Solar Tempest’s security were not just following them, but also popping out from the sides and front.  
 
    Decker bulldozed his way through a small gaggle of casino patrons, who were ogling the retreating back of Wellington, and sent them flying. Behind him, Craglin struggled to keep up. Eventually, at the insistence of Rosa, Decker halted just long enough to let Craglin scramble onto his back. 
 
    “Fucking hold on,” Decker told the diminutive form. “I’m going to need my hands.” 
 
    They set off again, slowly gaining on the panicking form of Wellington. The Ik’at clearly had no plan for where to run. For all he knew, Decker had more bounty hunters waiting in the wings. 
 
    Decker, carrying Craglin, sprinted after Wellington with Rosa. 
 
    Craglin, armed as he was with the pulser, fired non-lethal beams of microwaves at pursuing security guards. The pulser pistol, dialed to a lower setting, could make someone throw up or shit their pants, while on higher settings it could liquefy internal organs. It was not long before a trail of vomiting, defecating security followed in Decker and Rosa’s wake. 
 
    Wellington veered left, trying to lose his tail amongst the rows of slot machines. Decker followed. A suited security man stepped out from behind a slot machine in front of him, a pulser of his own leveled at Decker.  
 
    He used metallurgence to fling a slot machine at the guard. The three hundred pound metal box wiped the man off his feet. His pulser went skittering away, the man landed hard on the carpet, and the slot machine hit the deck and burst apart. 
 
    Decker left the screams and shouts of consternation behind him as he chased Wellington. 
 
    The crook sprinted back toward the gaming tables, actually leaping clean over a blackjack table in his enthusiasm to make his escape. Decker wove around the tables, tossing an outraged dealer from his path. Behind him, Rosa shoved a stunned woman out of the way. 
 
    There was a whirring overhead. A couple of security drones skimmed along through the air above, tracking them. 
 
    “Craglin, nine o’clock high,” Decker gasped. 
 
    Craglin’s head, with its ridiculous bright orange hair running around the balding dome of his crown, looked up. 
 
    “Consider them fried, mate,” he said. 
 
    The Renkiddion took aim, stuck his tongue between his teeth and, holding Decker around his bull neck with one hand, fired his pulser at the lead drone. 
 
    The machine sparked, twitched, and ditched out of the air. It smashed into a craps table, causing the players and onlookers to shoot to their feet in fear and shock, getting conveniently in the way of a quartet of security guards heading to cut Decker and Rosa off. 
 
    “Lorelei,” Rosa panted into her tooth-mounted mic, “what’s your status?” 
 
    “We’re airborne, waiting on your instructions.” 
 
    “It’s worth noting that they have shut the main exits,” Apricis added. “We’re scanning the schematics to try and pinpoint the best available exit for you.” 
 
    “Do you have the target yet?” Saavi asked. 
 
    “Not… yet,” Decker grunted, hurdling a table, while Rosa slid under it on her knees, “but… almost.” 
 
    The second drone fell out of the air a few seconds later, trailing acrid smoke that smelled like burning plastic. It thumped into the carpet, skimmed across the floor, and took the legs out from another security guard. As the man toppled sideways, the malfunctioning drone sparked and shot forward at full throttle. It missed the retreating form of Wellington by a whisker, zipping so close by the back of the businessman’s head that he screamed and changed direction as if he’d been shot at. 
 
    The change in the man’s trajectory suited Decker. 
 
    “Let us know as soon as you have the target in your custody,” Apricis said. “Saavi thinks she has identified a possible escape route.” 
 
    The voice of the symbiote triggered a realization in Decker’s head.  
 
    Decker had bonded with the red-haired symbiote that they had rescued from Thrax, sleeping with her, gaining access to her symbiote powers. She’d even been training him in the art of cogency, which was essentially the power to move things by bending his mind to the task. This wasn’t purely manipulation of metal, but the potential to manipulate all things. In the controlled environment of the Farrago, Decker had learned to use cogency to levitate objects, as well as push and pull them.    
 
    And now was the time to put all that training to use. 
 
    He focused on the apparently tireless form of Dorian Wellington, who was bounding ahead of him like a hare.  
 
    Decker thrust out his hand and channeled his mind into what he wanted to do. 
 
    With a strangled yelp, Wellington was arrested in mid-air, right at the moment he went to jump off the end of a long couch, like he’d been caught by an invisible lasso. He completed a neat ninety degree turn in the air, as his upper body stopped but his legs carried onward, and then thumped back onto the couch. 
 
    In the next moment, Rosa was on him, driving her knee into his back as he tried to get breathlessly to his feet. 
 
    “Okay, girls,” Decker panted, eyeing the incoming security, “we’ve got him. How the fuck are we getting out of this place if all the doors are sealed.” 
 
    “The dome,” Lorelei said succinctly. 
 
    Decker frowned. 
 
    “The dome? What…?” he said, but his voice trailed away as he looked up at the vast glass dome that spanned the majority of the ceiling of the gaming hall. 
 
    Rosa’s eyes followed Decker’s, as she hauled the prisoner to his feet. 
 
    “Oh, you’ve got to be shitting me,” she said. 
 
    Craglin let off a handful of shots with the pulser, dull fizzing sounds filling the air. A security guard dropped to his knees, clutched his buttocks, and then convulsed as he crapped his pants with uncontrollable abandon. 
 
    Decker scanned their surroundings, his mind racing. 
 
    Shit, he thought. It’s the only fucking way, isn’t it? 
 
    “Yes, it is,” came the telepathic reply from Lorelei. 
 
    Decker blinked. He hadn’t even realized he had been projecting his thoughts. 
 
    “It is the only way with a chance of success greater than twenty-five percent,” Saavi chipped in helpfully. 
 
    “What did I tell you girls about using statistics at times like this?” Decker fumed. 
 
    He raised his hand and sent out a savage and impartial burst of cogency that sent a bunch of incoming security guards flying backward, along with a number of casino patrons. People crashed through tables and bounced off slot machines, there were shrieks of pain and indignation, and a sense of confused panic gripped the immediate area. 
 
    A lot of people, Decker thought. A lot of witnesses. Then again, there’s a lot of people to make this situation even more baffling than it already is. 
 
    “Lorelei, get ready to lower a mag-tether,” Decker said urgently. 
 
    “Lower it where?” Lorelei asked. 
 
    “Through the hole.” 
 
    “As you wish, Decker.” 
 
    Decker turned to Craglin. “Renkiddion, I want this place swimming in shit and vomit,” he said simply. “Can you do that?” 
 
    “Are you fucking kidding me, cobber?” Craglin said, a wicked grin lighting up his face. “It’d be an honor and a privilege.” 
 
    As Craglin started firing in all directions with his pulser, spreading alarm and despondency in the form of explosive diarrhea and spontaneous vomiting, Decker focused on the glass dome above. 
 
    “Get close to me,” he told the others. “This is going to make a mess.” 
 
    Without further ado, Decker reached out with his mind, more specifically metallurgence. His thoughts locked on the arching tracery of ornate girders that held the huge glass panels in place…  
 
    And he pried a few of them apart. 
 
    The effort, even in just bending the girders enough to dislodge the massive panes of glass so that their weight shifted and caused them to fall, was enough to make Decker’s head swim. With a grinding and tearing shriek of tortured architecture, a couple of the mammoth panes tore themselves free. The din in the casino rose to a hysterical pitch. 
 
    It was one of the universe’s small mercies that Canton’s atmosphere was almost perfectly suited to the respiratory systems of humans and other air-breathers. Although there was not a single tree anywhere on the water-world, the algae that flourished in the rich waters produced more than enough oxygen to sustain life.  
 
    Of course, this incredible stroke of biological fortune was lost on those currently standing under the dome. As the panes reached the point of no return, and the stresses on the glass became intolerable, they exploded into man-sized shards and collapsed downward in a hellish rain. 
 
    “Fuck!” Rosa screamed, while next to her Dorian Wellington stood dumbfounded, staring up at his death descending. 
 
    Managing not to black out, Decker waited until the last minute before sending out an expanding shield of cogency. He hoped his plan was going to work, but took comfort in the fact that, if it didn’t, he wasn’t going to be around to laugh at or blame. 
 
    The invisible dome shimmered like a heat haze. The gigantic shards of glass thundered down with a cataclysmic roar. Five-inch thick chunks of glass exploded into powder as they hit the barrier he was fighting to keep materialized. 
 
    All was chaos. All was destruction.  
 
    To their left, a pair of security guards were quite literally reduced to shattered bone and gory jam when they were crushed by a slab of glass as big as a ten-ton fighter ship. A woman nearby had one of her legs severed by a splinter of glass as big around as she was. Another portion of glazing fell with a crash, somehow not killing anyone directly, but shattering into a hail of crystalline shrapnel that scythed down a couple of tuxedo-wearing fat cats, effectively flaying the flesh from their bones and leaving them gurgling on the floor. 
 
    If Decker had had the time or the mental space to spare anyone other than his small team or himself a thought, he might’ve taken comfort in the knowledge that every man and woman in the casino was as corrupt and morally reprehensible as they came.   
 
    “Lower the mag-tether!” Decker yelled, over the din of the falling glass. 
 
    The Farrago hovered into sight beyond the wrecked dome. The ship’s strange, organic-looking, carbon gray hull was only visible against the night sky where it covered the stars. 
 
    “Mag-tether away,” Saavi announced. 
 
    A moment later, a wrist-thick cable descended through the hole in the roof. The mag-tether was designed to tether the space-cruiser to other ships or oversized cargo in microgravity, using an extremely powerful magnet. Being that as it may, it had little difficulty latching onto the pair of slot machines that Decker ripped free of their housing with his metallurgence. 
 
    Decker and the others held onto the gambling machines and allowed the Farrago to retract them out of the casino’s decimated main gambling floor. 
 
    Dorian Wellington screamed and sobbed like a schoolgirl, all the way up from the casino floor into the belly of the living starship. 
 
    Personally, Decker didn’t know what the man was complaining about. So many of his fellow criminal toffs had been pancaked by falling glass that the businessman should have been grateful to escape such a fate. 
 
    It wasn’t until the bounty hunters and their prize were safely inside the cargo area of the Farrago, and the ship was heading for orbit, that Decker understood why the former CEO of the Duke Mining Corporation had been kicking up such a fuss. As Decker dragged Wellington to the brig, he noticed that the man was bleeding from his ears. On closer inspection, Decker saw that the prisoner’s earlobes were in tatters. 
 
    “Ah,” Decker said comprehendingly, shoving the whimpering and much-ruffled Ik’at ahead of him, “you had some earrings hidden under that mop of silver curls, huh? That must’ve stung.” 
 
    Wellington shot Decker a look of terrified incredulity. 
 
    “Just who the bloody hell are you?” he managed to say, his voice hoarse with fear and too much screaming. 
 
    “The name’s James Decker,” Decker said. 
 
    “And tell me, do you take much enjoyment from hunting your fellow humanoids, Mr. Decker?” Dorian Wellington asked, making an attempt at indignation. 
 
    “The fascination of hunting as an occupation depends almost entirely on whether you’re at the right or wrong end of the coilgun, doesn’t it, Wellington?” Decker replied.  
 
    He palmed the panel, and the door to the brig slid open with a soft pneumatic hiss. Shoving Wellington ahead of him, Decker stepped inside, pressed another control panel, and opened one of the small, comfortable, but quite inescapable cells. Inside was a bunk, a toilet, and a washbasin. 
 
    “Oh come now, this is a bit much, isn’t it?” Wellington said, distaste radiating from him like heat. 
 
    Decker shoved the lanky Ik’at inside. 
 
    Wellington spun on the spot, his silver curls bouncing around his pale orange face. 
 
    “Are you going to kill me?” he asked. 
 
    Decker sighed. “If I was going to kill you, do you really think I would have dragged your dumb ass all the way up here to do it?” 
 
    Wellington considered this. 
 
    “You’re a bounty hunter,” he said slowly. “Does that mean… Are you taking me to someone else who is going to kill me?” 
 
    Decker sighed again. He hated this part of the job.  
 
    Those clowns in the Consociation of Assassins had it easy. They didn’t have to deal with that up close and personal bullshit. They were hired to kill and that was all. They could do it softly, from a distance, and take all the feelings out of the interaction. It was only the ones with a few screws loose that liked to get within chatting distance of their marks. 
 
    “People never lie so much as after a hunt, during a protracted war, or before some kind of public vote, Wellington,” he said. “So don’t worry about what comes next.” 
 
    “What does that—?” 
 
    “It means shut the fuck up, try to relax, and someone will bring you some food and water soon,” Decker grunted. “Oh, and welcome to the Farrago.” 
 
    He hit the panel, and the door slid shut. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The life of a bounty hunter was, in a few ways, like a soldier’s life on a battlefield or warzone. Most of a bounty hunter’s time was taken up by stretches of prolonged inactivity—traveling between jobs onboard their space-cruisers. These times were punctuated with short-lived, but highly intense spells of frantic and kinetic activity, in which many bounty hunters were killed, maimed, or otherwise inconvenienced. 
 
    Many of the younger, less experienced bounty hunters claimed that they got bored during these forced periods of inaction. They asserted that they missed the thrill of the hunt, the tingling and incomparable rush of the firefights under alien suns, the shadowy pursuits that took place on the dark sides of lonely moons and in the lightless canyons of random asteroids. 
 
    Course, they only spouted on all that bullcrap right up until they heroically charged into some ambush and got themselves and some of their crewmates slaughtered. 
 
    Decker had not ever missed the ‘thrill of action’ in all the time he had been bounty hunting. In his opinion, the best bounty hunt was one in which you never even had to draw your weapon. Technically, he supposed, he had achieved that in picking up Dorian Wellington. However, he was unsure whether not drawing a weapon counted after you had brought down half a building to cover your escape. 
 
    Plus, Craglin did have a pulser out, his brain reminded him. 
 
    He was sitting, some days after they had left Canton, sprawled in one of the Farrago’s comfortable gimbal-mounted traveling couches. The starship was shooting through jump-space, the stars bending and contorting as the onboard computers plotted and re-plotted, checked and re-checked their projected course over and over again. 
 
    Lorelei and Rosa were manning the flight deck, chatting away like old friends. 
 
    That’s the thing about near death experiences and living on the edge of disaster, he thought. It really accelerates the whole bonding experience between crew members. 
 
    It was true too. He had seen crews go through the whole whirling experience of a lifetime on more than one occasion—all the way through to death in some instances. That was the thing about a lifetime, it was a word that wasn’t necessarily synonymous with a long time. 
 
    Of course, all of life could have been considered a near death experience, seeing as you never really knew when the big shadowy hand of the Reaper was going to reach out and pocket you.  
 
    That was all a bit too philosophical to Decker, though. He didn’t give much credence to philosophy. He’d always viewed the practice of someone being a philosopher as a lazy prick who couldn’t be bothered getting a real job and was happy to wile away his days playing the role of a blind man in a dark room, looking for a black cat that wasn’t there. 
 
    Now that he came to think about that existence, and contrast it to his own one, it seemed that philosophers might have grabbed the safe end of the snake so far as jobs went. 
 
    “Yes,” Lorelei said to Rosa, “I must admit that the good captain is certainly showing an astounding aptitude with the symbiote skills that he has gleaned from his bonding with myself and the others.” 
 
    The mention of bonding jerked Decker out of his musings over a star chart of the quadrant of the Myrmidon System immediately surrounding Dracone.  
 
    He heard Rosa chuckling. 
 
    “What’s so funny Hawkes?” he asked. 
 
    “Nothing, nothing,” Rosa replied. “Just giggling over the fact that Lorelei just referred to you as ‘the good captain’ without the slightest sense of irony.” 
 
    “I am a good captain,” Decker said. 
 
    “Oh yeah, no, yeah, you’re the best captain, cap,” Rosa said. “Just, you know, to call you ‘the good captain’… I mean, I’ve seen you lose at darts at a bar before—some dive on Muna C-8, I think it was, after we’d been tracking an incompetent kidnapper who’d forced as to atomize him.” 
 
    “What the hell does that have to do wi—?” 
 
    “After the game, while you were making excuses as to why you lost, and a bunch of the locals were gathering in with the look of making trouble, you turned around and caught one of the next group’s darts mid-air.” 
 
    “So?” Decker asked. He’d been pretty cut that evening and only vaguely recalled the incident. 
 
    “So, you should’ve seen how those locals backed down and drifted away like smoke, cap. You’re a hell of a captain, but you’re no ‘good captain’. ‘Good captains’ don’t do shit like that, or put the willies up cut-price thugs like that.” 
 
    Decker decided to let this description of his demeanor slide, leaned against the hatchway that separated the flight deck from the main control deck, and looked at Lorelei. 
 
    “You really think that I’m making some good progress, do you?” he asked the symbiote. 
 
    Lorelei smiled at him. She’d one hell of a smile. She had somehow managed to blend the innocence of the girl next door with the promise of the girl next door’s recently divorced mother. 
 
    “I have no previous data to compare your advancement to,” she admitted. “I would say though, based on my general experience in dealing with humanity, that your progress is remarkable. From the others of your race that I have experienced—Rosa accepted, of course—” 
 
    “Thanks, honey,” Rosa said, patting Lorelei on the thigh. 
 
    “—I would not have expected you to have half as good a hold or natural affinity for the manipulation of our abilities as you have shown, Decker,” Lorelei finished. 
 
    “I guess I don’t blame you for having such a low opinion on my learning abilities,” Decker said. “Some clever, long dead bastard once said that only two things were infinite: the universe and human stupidity. But he wasn’t one hundred percent sure about the universe.” 
 
    Lorelei laughed. “Don’t fear, Captain Decker,” she said, reaching out to give his forearm a squeeze. “I think it is safe to say that we can expect some very interesting things from you. I might have had reservations about our bargain once, but no longer. I think, once all this is done, and the seven symbiotes are once more together, you will not only have earned the reward of what lies within the vault on Milenides, but shall become more than capable of handling it too.” 
 
    Decker patted the symbiote’s hand. “Until that day then, I suppose I should keep practicing.” 
 
    “The wolf might be born knowing how to hunt,” Rosa said, “but it’s got to learn to hunt well, cap.” 
 
    Decker snorted. “Very wise. I’m going down to get a drink. Either of you want anything?” 
 
    He was not surprised when Lorelei declined the offer. Decker had seen the other symbiote women eat and drink, but he wasn’t sure if she actually ever needed it, being part of the fabric of the ship. 
 
    “No thanks, cap,” Rosa said. “I’m going to head down to the gymnasium for a workout pretty soon anyway. I tell you, extended space travel and that food fabricator plays havoc on a girl’s assets.” 
 
    Personally, Decker thought Rosa Hawkes’ assets had never looked better, especially in the casual flight suit with Farrago stenciled across the back that she wore. 
 
    “Fair enough,” he said, and left the girls chatting. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Decker sipped a cup of freshly fabricated green tea and let out a contented sigh. Even after so many weeks sailing the void in the Farrago, he could not believe how handy it was having the symbiote-manufactured onboard chef. A few button clicks and a peckish crew member could have almost any meal they might desire whipped up in a matter of minutes. 
 
    The convenience and, more importantly, the deliciousness of the food far outweighed the reality that it was a cocktail of synthetic proteins and carbohydrates, suffused with minerals and vitamins, disguised under wrapping of flavors and textures. 
 
    Decker’s omni-com pulsed hotly on his forearm, jogging him from his blissfully empty musings. With a grunting sigh, he adjusted his position, set his magnetic cup down, and tapped his wrist-mounted display. Apricis’ face filled the screen. 
 
    “What’s up?” Decker asked. 
 
    “The prisoner is making a commotion again, Decker,” the beautiful redhead said. She rubbed distractedly at her tattooed neck, rolling it from side to side like someone in need of a massage. Decker wouldn’t have minded giving her one. 
 
    “Kicking up a fuss about the food?” Decker asked. 
 
    “No, he seems quite content on that front,” Apricis said. “I think he wants to speak with you. To plead his case.” 
 
    Decker groaned internally. “Yeah, bounties often tend to do that.” 
 
    “Still, it might be worth you taking a look.” 
 
    “Will do. Thanks, Apricis.” 
 
    He cut the connection and brought up the camera for Wellington’s cell. He had quit making a habit of checking in on the prisoner periodically.  
 
    On one occasion, he had witnessed the Ik’at squeezing out a shit that looked, if his face was anything to go by on the 12K camera feed, to be coming out sideways. On another, Decker had been greeted with the unenviable sight of Wellington engaging in a bit of furious hand on gland combat. 
 
    Relaxed and at peace with his cup of green tea, the last thing that he wanted to do was subjugate his eyes to such horror. 
 
    Still, he supposed that he was the captain, and with such a position came certain responsibilities. He touched his omni-com and brought up the camera to cell A. 
 
    “Well, at least he’s not whacking off, or squeezing out a dirt snake,” Decker muttered to himself. 
 
    The Ik’at certainly seemed to be working himself into the kind of frenzy that might have been symptomatic of extreme bowel trouble, the way he was pacing around his cell, gesticulating, and often standing on his bunk in an effort to get his face as close to the camera as possible. 
 
    The man looked confused and afraid. That in itself was not unusual; many bounties bricked themselves on the flight home to face whatever music awaited them there. However, there was something else in his manner, in his expression, that did not resonate well with Decker. There was a beseeching look in the man’s face, which he’d rarely seen on bounties. 
 
    Decker sighed again and unmuted the feed. 
 
    “… hide, believe me, please!” the Ik’at was saying as the sound came through the little speakers on Decker’s omni-com. “I’m begging you, James Decker, I implore you to take me back to Canton.” 
 
    Decker frowned, but was on the point of brushing the man’s entreaties off. He had captured wealthier, more ruthless, more important men and women than this mining corporation executive. This silver-haired jackass was no different to any of them. 
 
    He was about to turn the feed off and go back to his tea, when the orange-skinned man said something that tugged at Decker’s professional curiosity. 
 
    “Please, James Decker, please! I know from talking to the kind, and frankly exceedingly beautiful woman with the long black hair, that you and your crew have captured me under the notion that there is a bounty on me concerning unpaid and outstanding gambling debt.” 
 
    “Saavi, you shouldn’t be chatting with the prisoner about that kind of shit,” Decker muttered to himself.  
 
    “All you need to do is to look into my financial records to see that this is preposterous,” Wellington blathered on. The fervent terror on his face was replaced at that moment with a look of such haughty and honest indignation that Decker almost cracked a smile. “Speaking candidly, the very notion that I could have lost money gambling is absurd. I’m a fantastic gambler. We Ik’ats are known for it.” 
 
    Some people are incredible, Decker thought, reaching for his steaming mug. Threaten a man’s life and it’s all tears and begging and regrets. Threaten to call  his ability to gamble into question, and make it known that he was rubbish at playing cards, and suddenly he’s seriousness personified. 
 
    He  blew some of the steam away. 
 
    “I wasn’t on Canton to gamble, James Decker,” Dorian Wellington said, staring straight into the camera. “I was on Canton to hide.” 
 
    The cup of green tea paused halfway to Decker’s lips. 
 
    This sounds like a mystery, his hindbrain shot at him, before Decker really had a chance to think about what Wellington’s words might mean. 
 
    Get the fuck out of here, Decker thought back. I fucking hate mysteries. Don’t you start with that shit. 
 
    There was no forgetting it though. As soon as the Ik’at executive’s words had entered his ears, they set alarm bells ringing. 
 
    Decker had never really had friends. Not really. Not until the last couple of years on the Fortune, after he’d won the vessel from Tyk Allbeard and started employing crew members with less suicidal egos—like Rosa Hawkes. He had always, somehow, stayed on his own.  
 
    He hadn’t minded it. He’d almost come to be proud of it, once he’d matured enough to think about it at all. Some people needed no one. Some people didn’t need to be amongst a pack. Not all folk were built to wander the stars like that. No, all some people needed were their instincts. That was Decker. If all else failed, all he really needed was himself. 
 
    He muted the omni-com once more. Wellington’s orange face still filled the screen, his mouth blowing at twenty miles per hour, with gusts to fifty. There was no trace of a lie on it. Decker’s instincts were sure of that. He’d encountered a smorgasbord of lying bastards throughout his career, but this man was not one of them—at least, not right at that particular moment. 
 
    “Fuck,” he said. 
 
    He got up and drained his tea. It was too hot and burned all the way down his gullet. 
 
    “Double fuck,” he growled, throwing the cup into the UV sterilizer, and stomping down the passageway to the ladder that led below. “I fucking hate this bullshit.” 
 
    Lucky for him no one was around to call him out on that lie. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, you’ve been hiding,” Decker said gruffly, pulling up one of the gimbal-mounted chairs on the control deck and seating himself opposite the extremely ruffled-looking Ik’at. 
 
    Dorian Wellington had been fed and watered, and had not been ill-treated in any way. Decker had reminded him of this as he had dragged him unceremoniously through the tight confines of the space-cruiser’s hallways. He had reminded him of this as they paused outside one of the exterior airlocks. Decker had also reminded the Ik’at just how quickly things like that could change out in the void. 
 
    “What?” Wellington blurted. Now that he came to be sitting opposite the man he had been calling to out to talk to for hours, he seemed to have forgotten what it was he was so keen on saying. 
 
    “You were hiding on Canton,” Decker repeated. “That’s right, is it?” 
 
    “Um, yes,” Wellington said in a mousey voice. “Yes, that is correct.” His eyes roved over Decker’s shoulders, glancing at Saavi and Apricis who sat on one of the workbenches and watched him with the unblinking eyes of a pair of birds of prey. 
 
    “From what?” Decker asked. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “What the fuck were you hiding from?” Decker repeated, his voice taking on an edge of impatient menace. “I’m guessing that you weren’t just doing it for the sake of it, were you? Canton isn’t really a good place to hide from bounty hunters. The place is crawling with people that like to consider themselves the upper crust, though I think that’s because many of them forget that it’s not just the cream that floats to the top of the shit bucket, but also the scum.” 
 
    “Yes,” Saavi said, in her slow and sanguine voice, “in all the simulations I have run, I have concluded that you would have been better off hiding on a remote outpost in one of the less populated galaxies, Mr Wellington.” 
 
    Decker jerked his thumb over his shoulder. “Sure, Canton isn’t an easy bounty hunt,” he said, looking at Wellington with his slightly eerie green and blue eyes. “Not an easy place for your average bounty hunters to gain access to, to be sure, but we’re not your average bounty hunters.” 
 
    Dorian Wellington looked from Decker to the two symbiotes behind him, then back to Decker. 
 
    “I didn’t think you were average bounty hunters,” he said, and there was a note of relief in his voice that Decker couldn’t quite understand. 
 
    “Good, because—”  
 
    “I would have thought that even averagely skilled members of the Unofficial Consortium of Bounty Hunters would have been able to lift a target from a place without destroying half the build—” 
 
    “I think Captain Decker was alluding to the fact that we are, in fact, more skilled than average bounty hunters,” Apricis said. 
 
    Wellington’s mouth wagged on for a second after his mouth had shut the words off. 
 
    “Well… yes,” he said meekly. “That was, of course, what I meant when I—” 
 
    Decker held up his finger. Wellington quieted and stared at the digit like it was the barrel of a spacer carbine. 
 
    “What were you hiding from, Wellington?” Decker asked. 
 
    “Not from bounty hunters, I assure you,” the Ik’at said, tugging at his soiled collar. “In truth, I was hiding from something—someone, I’m becoming more and more persuaded to think of it—much worse.” 
 
    Apricis and Saavi stilled. Decker could feel their concentration sharpen. The main control deck went so quiet that, for a moment, all that could be heard was the gentle hum of the Environmental Control and the soft tap of Lorelei’s fingers on one of the Farrago’s control displays. 
 
    “Go on,” Saavi said. 
 
    Dorian Wellington licked his lips. “I went to Canton because there are a lot of sentient creatures there.” His eyes were on Saavi and Apricis now, not Decker. It was almost as if he hoped they’d more likely believe what he was about to say. 
 
    Privately, Decker thought that was likely to be the case. 
 
    “All those people, all those emotions,” Wellington whispered. “Such a mess and confusion of beings that are afraid, anxious, excited, joyous, besides themselves with rage or envy, or else massively depressed.” He rubbed at the bags under his eyes with forefinger and thumb for a moment. “Canton is like a cloud of varying reactions and responses, passions and sentiments—a cloud in which I could hide quite nicely, and had been for months.” 
 
    Decker waved his hands around in the universal signal of one who wants someone to get to the fucking point. 
 
    “As weird and obtuse as that all sounds, Wellington,” he said, “why don’t you skip ahead and get to the part where you tell us who it was you were hiding from?” 
 
    The Ik’at’s eyes returned to Decker. For a few seconds, he looked less like a bounty being hauled in and more like the savvy, astute, and cut-throat businessman that his file had made him out to be. 
 
    “At first glance, you come across as just another mercenary the likes of which the Myrmidon System has in great profusion, James Decker,” he said. 
 
    “Thanks very much,” Decker replied drily. 
 
    “But I think there’s more going on behind that scarred countenance than you let on,” Wellington continued. 
 
    “Is that a fact?” Decker replied. 
 
    Wellington held his eye for a moment, then shrugged. “Things might be made clearer if I gave you a summary of the events that led me to be sitting in front of you now.” 
 
    Decker took a deep breath. He looked at the scarred knuckles of his right hand. Casually, he popped one. 
 
    “Lorelei,” he called, “what’s our ETA for Dracone?” 
 
    “Forty-seven hours, seven minutes, and fourteen seconds, Decker,” Loreli said at once. 
 
    Decker turned back to Wellington. “I guess we’ve got time, then,” he said in a low voice. “Tell us what happened, and why all this smells funny.” 
 
    Dorian Wellington’s thin face was grim as he crossed his legs and began his tale. 
 
    “As you might be aware,” he said, straightening his cuffs like he was regaling some of his chums over a banquet dinner instead of sitting on the main control deck of a bounty hunting vessel, “I am the chief executive officer, owner, and head of a rather successful little asteroid venture going by the name of Duke Mining Corporation.” 
 
    “Don’t break your arm patting yourself on the back too hard, pal,” Decker grunted. 
 
    Wellington cleared his throat and deflated a little. 
 
    “This whole mess started when my company’s astrogators discovered and locked onto an unusual planet named Pelunov,” he said, and there was unmistakable bitterness in his voice. “A planet that had, according to all of our most updated star charts, not ever been recorded.” 
 
    “That is unusual,” Saavi remarked. 
 
    “The fact that it was unrecorded was noteworthy but not all that unusual,” Wellington said. “What was truly unusual was its age.” 
 
    “Old?” Decker asked. 
 
    “No, on the contrary, what made it odd was that it was so, so young—just a few years if our initial scans were anything to go by.” 
 
    Decker turned to the two symbiotes behind him. His knowledge of the universe was as detailed as it needed to be to navigate a ship safely. A young planet was not something that he had ever come across, but he had seen a great deal of bizarre shit in his time. More than enough to know that what he didn’t know far outweighed what he did. 
 
    Apricis gave him a small shrug, as if to say ‘why not?’ 
 
    “Yes, it was young, which was strange in of itself,” Wellington continued, “but what really set it apart, what really got the geologists, planetary scientists, and astrophysicists excited, was that it was an extremely mineral rich planet, too.” 
 
    Decker’s forehead creased up at that. “Now, I might just be a no-good galactic hound-dog for hire, etcetera etcetera, but don’t mineral deposits in planets, like hemorrhoids in humans, usually come with age?” 
 
    “Precisely,” Saavi said. “Although, a more elegant analogy could quite easily have been found, I’m sure.” 
 
    “Yes, it was all very peculiar,” Wellington went on. “Had the best minds in my workforce scratching their heads. To tell you the truth, no one quite knew what to make of it.” 
 
    “So, your company decided to make a quarry out of it, and went to investigate it, right?” Decker asked. 
 
    Dorian Wellington looked unabashed. “And why not? It’s what the Duke Mining Corporation had been specializing in ever since I started it up.” 
 
    “Get on with it,” Decker growled. 
 
    Wellington swallowed and sat up a little straighter. “Yes. Right. Anyway, we sent in probes, collected data, and breached orbit after a time. The landing parties discovered all sorts of exotic flora and fauna. It was most fascinating, but what really mattered was that the planet held little in the way of obstacles for our mining operations. So, we set up a mining outpost, as we had done a thousand times before. However, when we broke ground, we started experiencing strange things.” 
 
    “I’m guessing that you’re using the royal ‘we’ here?” Decker said sarcastically. “As the head honcho, I doubt you actually set foot on the surface of the asteroid, is that right?” 
 
    “My goodness gracious, no!” Wellington scoffed, with an open incredulity that made Decker want to use his face to buff his boots. “No! We had no real idea what we might be getting ourselves into, so there was no way I was going to go down there until we knew that it was quite safe.” 
 
    “Go on, please,” Apricis said impatiently. “What were these strange things?” 
 
    She was the least forbearing of the symbiotes. Much closer to Decker in terms of how long she was willing to put up with someone being a total ass than, for example, Lorelei.  
 
    Wellington sniffed and cleared his throat once more.  
 
    “Well, for one, the damn atmosphere, which was once breathable—being about seventy-six percent nitrogen and twenty-three percent oxygen, as well as small amounts of other gasses, too, such as carbon dioxide, neon, and hydrogen—slowly became more and more toxic. Eventually it got so bad that my workers on the ground had to wear respirators and breathers even on the surface.” 
 
    “Anything else?” Saavi asked. 
 
    “Yes, there were other things! Things I have never seen in all my time in this business,” Wellington said, slapping the workbench beside him with an open palm. 
 
    Decker gave the Ik’at a look, and he carefully retracted his hand away from the polycarbonate surface and put it in his lap. 
 
    “Such as?” Apricis prompted. 
 
    “The ground itself started to heal,” Wellington said. 
 
    “Heal?” Decker asked. 
 
    Wellington waved his hands. “That’s what it sounded like. That’s what the reports from my team leaders on the ground, the video evidence, and the lidar scans, led me to believe. What else would you call it when the very humus and bedrock spontaneously restores itself to its pre-excavated or pre-drilled state?” 
 
    “Slippage?” Decker tried. 
 
    Wellington shook his impatiently, as if having to deal with the stupid question of a particularly slow child.  
 
    “Our bore holes were lined with a multi-charged liquid formation stabilizer that specifically reduces in-hole swelling and instability problems.” 
 
    “Right. Pardon my dumb ass,” Decker said. 
 
    “No, this was different,” Wellington mused, either not hearing Decker or deciding to ignore him. “It seemed like the planet was… alive.” 
 
    “Once you ascertained that something was not right, I assume that you stopped your work?” Apricis said. 
 
    Decker and Dorian Wellington exchanged glances. Then, almost simultaneously, they snorted with laughter. 
 
    “Oh man,” Decker said, shaking his head, “you really haven’t figured out corporate types yet, huh?” 
 
    Wellington tried to turn his guffaw into a cough, but it was fooling no one. 
 
    “Uh, no,” he said. “No. We, despite numerous setbacks, nevertheless proceeded with mining.” 
 
    “The greed of people, Apricis,” Decker said softly. “You’d need ten lifetimes just to get your head around that one. I mean, the whole of humanity’s economy is based on, and has probably always been based on, spending trillions of credits to persuade the masses that joy and contentment is buying lots of shit, and then insisting that the only way to have a viable economy is to make lots of shit for the masses to buy so they’ll have jobs and earn enough money to buy more shit.” 
 
    Decker leaned forward, resting his forearms on his knees. In response, Wellington leaned as far back in his chair as he could. 
 
    “Tell me,” Decker said in a low voice, “how many did you lose?” 
 
    “Credits?” Wellington said. “Oh, millions and—” 
 
    Decker shook his head, his eyes narrowing a little. “Not money, jackass. Men. Workers. How many?” 
 
    Wellington shrugged, and with that simple gesture told Decker everything he needed to know about the man. 
 
    “Dozens? Hundreds of workers, perhaps,” he said. “I can’t say for certain. They were in the reports.” 
 
    Decker leaned back again. 
 
    “Yes, lives were lost,” Wellington carried on. “Lives, and millions of credits in equipment. The planet held hundreds of billions of credits in precious ores though, if not more. The risk was worth the reward. So, I went there personally, bringing every top-level engineer at my company’s disposal, and spent a few months orbiting in my private space station.” 
 
    Private space station, Decker thought. This motherfucker is on a whole different wavelength to ninety-nine point nine percent of the rest of the system. 
 
    “My RND people developed new tech to combat the planet’s conditions using its own materials,” Wellington went on. “They discovered that the planet was emitting a signal of some kind and concluded that it was this signal, this organic transmission, that was what caused the planet to react to us when we first arrived. Once my people blocked it, we were able to mine more efficiently.” 
 
    “What kind of signal was this?” Decker asked. 
 
    Wellington gave Decker an appraising and slightly apologetic look. “Um, how familiar are you with—” 
 
    “Fucking forget it,” Decker said. 
 
    “It seems… irrational to me to pursue your mining when there were so many signals that you should desist,” Saavi said, not bothering to hide the scornful confusion in her tone. 
 
    “My dear woman,” Wellington said, “the universe is littered with the one-planet graves of cultures and societies, all bursting with resources untapped. Every one of them carries some risk, but the reward almost always outweighs the risk.” 
 
    Before Savvi could reply, Apricis suddenly slid down and crouched down next to Decker’s chair. 
 
    “Decker,” she said, words tumbling out of her in an excited rush, “I haven’t been able to feel the fourth symbiote’s call for a while now.” 
 
    Decker frowned. He looked over at Wellington and saw that the Ik’at was looking nervously interested at this sudden outburst. His head might’ve been on the block, so far as he knew, but he still couldn’t keep his nose out of this business. Decker could almost respect a curiosity like that. 
 
    Ever since they had picked up Apricis, they had been waiting for her to ascertain where they should head next to find the fourth symbiote. Each symbiote was supposed to know where the next was located, but so far Apricis had only had a very vague idea. In a place the size of the Myrmidon System, a vague idea was about as much use as none at all. 
 
    Still, she had been picking up signals, through the internal detection systems unique to the symbiotes. Now, the fact that she wasn’t feeling anything at all might in itself be the clue they had been waiting for. 
 
    “You don’t think that this asshole and his little mining operation is the reason why the signal you felt was going dead, do you?” Decker asked. 
 
    “I beg your pardon, asshole?” Dorian Wellington asked, affronted. “I thought I was being rather helpful, considering you accosted me in public and forcibly dragged me into this ship. And did you say symbiote?” 
 
    Decker brushed the question off, and asked, “Lorelei, can you hear what we’re talking about from there?” 
 
    “Yes, Decker,” the blonde in the pilot’s chair said. 
 
    “Is Rosa still in the gym?” Decker asked. 
 
    Lorelei tapped a panel. “Yes,” she affirmed. 
 
    “Patch a video feed through to her of the main control deck with sound. I want her to hear this too.” 
 
    “And Craglin in the engineering bay?” Lorelei asked. 
 
    Decker thought about this. 
 
    “May as well,” he said. “It’ll save time explaining later.” 
 
    Once all that had been done, Decker turned back to Apricis. 
 
    “Do you think that the fourth symbiote is on this planet? On—what’s it called again, Wellington?” Decker demanded. 
 
    “Pelunov,” the Ik’at said. 
 
    Apricis nodded slowly. “I can’t be sure, since the signal’s still being blocked, but no other being I know of could do what Dorian described. In any case, if there is a chance that our sister is on this strange planet, then there is no harm in going to take a look.” 
 
    “I agree,” Saavi said. “We should go and retrieve her as quickly as possible, if she is there.” 
 
    Lorelei agreed. 
 
    “What do you think, Hawkes?” Decker asked. 
 
    The medic’s reply, when it came, was breathless with whatever exertion she was putting herself through, but Decker could hear the smile on her face. 
 
    “I agree with the others, cap,” she said simply. 
 
    Dorian Wellington put his hand up at that point. Everyone stopped talking, except for Rosa who said she was heading back up to the main control deck once she’d tidied herself up a bit. 
 
    “Uh, am I right in thinking that, for whatever reason, you’re considering visiting Pelunov?” he asked. 
 
    Decker didn’t answer the guy. Just gave him that long, slow look that he sometimes gave people. 
 
    Wellington blinked nervously. “Uh, it’s only because there is more to what I was telling you. If you want to hear it.” 
 
    “Talk,” Decker said. 
 
    “It’s just that, as my men delved deeper into the planet’s surface, they started experiencing something that their tech couldn’t account for: visions.” 
 
    “Visions?” Decker said. 
 
    Wellington nodded hurriedly, his silver curls flopping around his face in his agitation. His tangerine skin had taken on an ashy, pale hue. 
 
    “I had gone down to the surface, you know, for a touch of public relations and to keep morale up and all the rest of it. I chatted with a segment of the workforce. All of them were haunted by the same vision.” The Ik’at licked lips that had gone suddenly dry. “And, despite having only walked around that strange surface for an hour or so, a few nights after I returned to my station, I experienced it for myself.” 
 
    Decker studied the man closely. His pupils were dilated, as were his nostrils. A slight perspiration had sprung up on his wide forehead. His hands were clenched in his lap, trembling. 
 
    All the signs of panic, he noted to himself. If he’s acting, he’s doing a damn good job of it. 
 
    “What did you see, Mr Wellington?” Saavi asked. 
 
    Wellington’s eyes were on Decker’s chest, with a distant look to them, as if they were staring out at some awful horizon. 
 
    “There was a… strange man. A man made of shadows, or so it seemed to me,” Wellington said. “He had a hard smile. A bad smile. Bright teeth. He…”  
 
    This shadowy figure sounded awfully similar to a vision that Decker himself had endured in a past adventure. He did not like the sound of it. Not one bit. 
 
    Wellington gave his head a little shake. 
 
    “It slowly drove them all mad,” he said in a hoarse voice. “All the workers who claimed to  have had this dream or vision, or whatever you like to call it. They all lost touch with reality.” 
 
    “What did you do?” Decker asked. 
 
    “What do you think? I got off the planet as quickly as possible. But the visions, they persisted. Not only that, I started getting them during my waking hours, and they kept getting worse.” 
 
    Wellington wrung his hands, and when he spoke again, his voice was higher and more tremulous. 
 
    “I found myself passing out for days. It grew to a point where whole weeks were missing from my memory,” he said shrilly. “This man with the coat of black flames, he would… visit me.  I would see him standing next to me, in the corner of my eye, as clearly as I can see you. Eventually, I was kicked from the board of my own company—me, Dorian Coof Wellington!” 
 
    “And this was the reason you were on Canton?” Decker asked, still not quite understanding what the Ik’at was getting at. 
 
    Wellington nodded his head. It flopped backward and forward on his spindly neck in a faintly grotesque fashion. 
 
    “I learned that the man couldn’t appear to me if I hid amongst large, emotionally charged groups of sentient creatures—hence Canton.” His hands twisted in his hands like agitated snakes. “I guess now that the shadow man must have found a way to put a bounty on my head to flush me out.” 
 
    “Flush you out?” Decker asked. The feverish, inward-facing eyes of the man in front of him were beginning to make his flesh crawl. 
 
    “So that he could regain access to my mind,” Wellington said, jabbing himself hard in the side of the head with a long orange finger. 
 
    “Why the hell would this man be so interested in the inside of your head, Wellington?” 
 
    Dorian Wellington jumped as the atmos-door behind them slid open and Rosa walked into the main control deck, running her fingers through her damp purple hair. 
 
    “I don’t know,” he said. “I just don’t know.” 
 
    Decker opened his mouth to ask Rosa whether she had been following all this through the ship’s comm system, when an iron grip on his arm made him look down. 
 
    Wellington was clutching his arm, his fingers as cold and hard as if they had been cut from marble. 
 
    “Please, James Decker,” he said, his eyes boring into Deckers. “Please. You have to take me back to Canton. You have to. If you don’t… If you… If you don’t… If… I’ll… He’ll come for me…” 
 
    Decker’s eyebrows had headed as far north as they could go. He hadn’t imagined that the weedy Ik’at would have the stones to demand anything of him, let alone lay hands on him. 
 
    As these thoughts flashed through his mind, he noticed a change come over Wellington. His orange skin went even duskier. The veins bulging in his neck and forehead took on a grayish tint. 
 
    “What the fuck? Wellington, what’re you—?” Decker started to say, trying to pry the man’s fingers from his arm. 
 
    Dorian Wellington’s irises and sclera filled in like an invisible hand was dropping ink into them. Like the pupils were bleeding their sable coloring into the rest of his eyeball from reservoirs beneath. 
 
    “Rosa!” Decker said as Wellington collapsed forward off his chair and hit the deck. His whole body was convulsing now, jittering and twitching. His face was to the floor, pressed to the hard surface, but Decker could make out the muffled sound of a whining, high-pitched laugh. 
 
    “What’s wrong with him?” Decker asked, stepping out of the way and pushing his chair back so that Rosa could sweep in to examine the fallen man. 
 
    Rosa was wearing her habitual utility belt with its many sheaths and pockets. She flipped open a holster, pulled out an instrument that looked like a small angular gun, and plunged the barrel of it into the meat of Wellington’s thigh. A small screen on top of the gun came to life. Numbers and text began to scroll across it. 
 
    After a perfunctory examination, Rosa let out a curse. She slipped the little gun back into its holder. 
 
    “What is it?” Decker asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Rosa said. “There’s nothing showing up on the diagnostic gun. As far as I can tell, this isn’t a physical ailment.” 
 
    Lorelei was at Decker’s side a moment later. He saw her exchange glances with Apricis and Saavi, then gently pull Rosa up and out of the way. 
 
    “This isn’t a physical reaction,” she said. 
 
    “What do you—?” Rosa started to ask. 
 
    “It’s a psychic illness,” Lorelei said. 
 
    Decker looked at Saavi and Apricis’ faces, noting the grim disbelief in the set of their mouths. 
 
    A psychic illness, Decker thought. 
 
    Not quite knowing what he was doing, but without any hesitation, Decker reached out with mentalism. Saavi joined him, the touch of her mind bolstering Decker’s like a hand on his shoulder, helping him and guiding him. 
 
    He had never attempted to meld his mind with another person’s before. He had occasionally allowed Saavi inside his head so that the symbiote could demonstrate how someone’s thoughts might be interpreted or their behavior divined.  
 
    This, though, was different. This was like plunging his hands into a swift flowing stream and trying to find the marble amongst all the pebbles at the bottom of it. 
 
    Decker’s initial impression was that Dorian’s mind was being pulled away from Decker’s own. He wasn’t sure how he knew this, but he believed it to be so. 
 
    Decker pushed through the swirling mess of panic and arbitrary thoughts that comprised Wellington’s current consciousness and reached for the Ik’at’s mind. He reached for the core of the man, the piece that would be left when every other part was flayed away. 
 
    With an effort, he bridged this core and his own, almost tethering it like the Farrago had tethered the slot machine on Canton. 
 
    Decker, Saavi’s voice resounded through his head, you need to be careful not to rip Dorian’s mind in two. 
 
    Someone has a hold on his consciousness from some other place? Decker asked. 
 
    Yes, Saavi replied, lending him more strength with her own prodigious mentalism. 
 
    Decker gritted his teeth, planted his metaphorical feet, and continued the mental tug-of-war. 
 
    Whatever—whoever—was pulling on the other side was strong, and Decker had to dedicate his entire being into the task. He highly doubted whether he would have stood a chance without Saavi. 
 
    He was not sure how long the contest lasted. Seconds? Hours? 
 
    With an almost painful abruptness though, Wellington’s mind slid free of the mental grasp being imposed on it by the other unseen power. With one final mental heave, Decker and Saavi pulled Dorian’s mind fully back into his body. 
 
    Decker’s eyes fluttered open. He was sitting on the deck, although he could not recall getting there.  
 
    Wellington was lying prone next to him. His eyes clear and staring up at the LED lights above him. His seizure had stopped, but he occasionally gave a spasmodic twitch, like raw electricity was passing through him.  
 
    Dorian sucked in a huge breath and blinked a few times. He gawked at Decker, his eyes filled with horror. Rosa handed the former CEO a small cup of water. While he sipped it, she checked his vitals with the diagnostic gun. 
 
    “Nothing,” she said when she caught Decker looking inquiringly at her. “Elevated heart rate, of course, but no toxin, no narcotic in his bloodstream. Nothing.” 
 
    Still breathing heavily, Dorian downed the rest of his water and pulled himself back into his chair. 
 
    “It happened, didn’t it?” the Ik’at said. “It happened again? I was getting so worked up and then… nothing.” 
 
    Decker nodded. 
 
    “And you saved me?” Wellington asked, looking at Decker. 
 
    “We did,” Decker replied, nodding at Saavi. 
 
    Wellington shuddered and wrapped his arms around himself. “I felt it. Thank you. Truly. Both of you. The shadow man almost had a grip on my mind. He felt stronger than ever. He was laughing. That happens whenever I get too emotional, too open.” 
 
    Decker slumped down into his own chair. His scalp prickled with cold sweat, regardless of the perfectly comfortable temperature. 
 
    “I suppose we all have our suspicions as to what this means?” Decker asked the symbiotes surrounding him, as Rosa gave the prisoner another check over. 
 
    The looks that Apricis, Lorelei, and Saavi gave him were enough to let him know they shared his concern.  
 
    Decker leaned forward and grabbed Wellington by the front of his tuxedo. 
 
    “I’m going to ask you this once, and once only,” he growled. “What are the coordinates for  Pelunov?” 
 
    Despite everything that had just transpired, Dorian Wellington hesitated before answering. Decker, seeing the hesitation, and not quite able to believe the stupid son of a bitch was still mulling over options in his head, sighed inwardly. 
 
    “I’ll offer you a deal, Wellington,” he said in a tired voice. “You helps us find this fucked up planet you’ve been digging around and burrowing in like a bunch of stupid fucking children, and I will help you be rid of this shadowy man if I can.” 
 
    Wellington gulped and broke out into a fresh sweat at the mere mention of the man that was haunting his waking moments. 
 
    “I don’t suppose you’d consider just taking me back to Canton and letting me take my chances?” he asked in a wheedling voice. 
 
    Decker paused for a fly’s heartbeat. “I just considered it. No deal.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “But I have a counter offer,” Decker said, putting one heavy hand on the scrawny fellow’s shoulder. “Do as I say, or I’ll get Craglin to stick you in an airlock and decant your ass into space. How’s that?” 
 
    Wellington looked into Decker’s face. He must have not liked what he saw—likely, the truth in his words—because he gave a hurried nod. 
 
    “Okay,” the Ik’at businessman said. “Okay, bring up a system map. I don’t know the coordinates without my notes, but I know the quadrant and what was around Pelunov. I’ll be able to guide you there once we get closer.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, here we are in the NGQ2 quadrant,” Lorelei said from the co-pilot’s seat as they dropped out of jump-space. “Identifiable due to the fact that we are looking out toward the Perameles constellation. We’re sitting roughly right in the middle of the one hundred and eighty and two hundred and seventy degree lines.” 
 
    She pulled up a display and sent it whisking up to fill the main screens, filling them  with the familiar assemblage of stars that made up the constellation of Perameles. 
 
    Made up of eighteen stars, the constellation was supposed to roughly resemble the shape of… fuck, some kind of small mammal, the name of which alluded Decker for the moment.  
 
    In astrology, the constellation was believed to bear the quality of pure vision. Those born under it were regarded to be very trustworthy—or so Decker had once been told by some nut on his crew who believed in all that bullshit. Decker had about as much faith in astrology as he did in most other things, including his fellow man—i.e., fuck all. 
 
    “That’s all very well and good,” he grunted. “It’s not going to count for jackshit though, if our CEO can’t harden the target for us.” 
 
    He turned in his seat and looked through the open atmosphere hatch. 
 
    Dorian Wellington had been allowed out of his cell, was showered, and provided with one of the Farrago’s clean flight suits. He was free of crusted blood now, but fear had etched deep lines in his face. He sat in one of the gimbal-mounted bracer seats. Rosa and Saavi were near him, just in case he fell into another one of Shadow Man induced seizures. 
 
    Decker gave his head a little shake. He had to stop using the term ‘Shadow Man’. He and the symbiotes knew who that ominous figure most likely was; Egil, the psychotic son of a bitch who had been banished by the symbiotes into the Cloud Sea. Decker sensed there was more to that bastard’s story, but he hadn’t had the time or the patience to delve into it. 
 
    “Bring up a system map for him, Rosa,” Decker said. “It’s time for our prisoner to uphold his part of the bargain.” 
 
    “Still, not much of a bargain as I see it,” the gangly man muttered. 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know about that,” Rosa said airily. “A continued existence is worth every second of your time, to my mind. And you don’t get many seconds to enjoy it once you’ve been cycled through an airlock.” 
 
    Wellington swallowed, zooming in on the quadrant of the Myrmidon System. 
 
    “Is that a particularly, uh, nasty way to go?” he asked distractedly, as his fingers meandered across the three-dimensional holographic display. 
 
    Rosa shrugged and then said, in matter-of-fact professionalism, “Ninety seconds after exposure, you'll die from asphyxiation. Not the best, but not the worst. I suppose, like a lot of things, that it depends on your outlook.” She slapped the Ik’at on his bony shoulder. “Of course, it’s also very cold in space. If the cap decided to send you space-walking with a PLSS but dressed only in a flight suit—” 
 
    “PLSS?” Wellington interrupted. 
 
    “Jeez, you rich fuckers really are from another world, huh?” Rosa said. “A PLSS. A primary life support system. Breathing apparatus, you know?” 
 
    “He fires people out of the airlock with a breather, but no spacesuit?” Wellington asked in a faint voice. “What happens to you if he does that?” 
 
    “Depends,” Rosa said casually. “You’ll eventually freeze solid. It’s really contingent on where you are in space. Could take between twelve and twenty-six hours, but if you’re close to a star, you won’t need to worry about that. You’ll be burnt to a crisp or reduced to vapor instead. Now, find this fucking planet, Pelunov, okay?” 
 
    Decker smiled to himself as the Ik’at businessman, with Rosa’s help, plotted a course to the sector of the quadrant where he thought their planet lay. He’d never done any of that. He’d never sent someone out an airlock with a breather and no spacesuit on. A stunt like that would’ve been a waste of a perfectly good PLSS. 
 
    Tyk Allbeard on the other hand… 
 
    Decker’s old captain had done a lot of crazy, reprehensible shit back in the bad old days.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Before long the Farrago was floating around in a comfortable, regular, repeating path that one object in space tends to take around another one if given half a chance. 
 
    While the spaceship played satellite to the small planet of Pelunov, Lorelei and Apricis scanned its holographic model, which had been assembled from a series of lidar and radar scans, as well as the data of a few of the outward defense drones that Lorelei had sent into the troposphere to collate atmospheric information. 
 
    Decker had not wanted to rush to the surface of a planet that had, according to the excitable and jittery CEO, eaten up millions of credits and hundreds of lives. 
 
    “A lot more of us would take our time,” Tyk Allbeard had once told him, shortly after Decker had won the Fortune from him, “if we knew that we are rushing to our deaths.” 
 
    He had been talking of overzealous new bounty hunters, but it was advice that Decker had always thought applicable to every man and every situation in some way or another.   
 
    “Currently, the atmosphere does not seem to be hostile, or toxic I should say,” Lorelei told Decker as she analyzed the data. 
 
    “Well, it sure as hell was when I was last here,” Wellington said, watching the model of the planet. 
 
    “If your calculations on its mass are correct,” he added, “then the planet has grown somewhat in the time that my team has been absent. That was something else that we recorded; that it grew incrementally every few days.” 
 
    “And none of your team thought that was odd?” Rosa asked sarcastically. 
 
    “Of course they thought it was odd,” Wellington snapped. “Only, not a single one of the overpaid fools could figure out why or how it was doing it, so…” 
 
    “So you just ignored that and got back to digging,” Decker finished. 
 
    Wellington said nothing. 
 
    “This is a fascinating insight into business, as the human race calls and conducts it,” Saavi said. “It strikes me that much time is spent by humans in educating their minds, but not so much in educating their hearts.” 
 
    “Yes, well, if I might be allowed to be so cynical and honest, miss,” Wellington said, his voice cracking with the tension that was obviously coursing through him. “Whenever you see a successful business, someone, at some point early on in the venture, has more than likely made a courageous and morally questionable decision.” 
 
    Decker took control of the ship a short time later and guided it down to the surface of Pelunov. They touched down on the edge of by far the largest former mining outpost, where Wellington assured them the signal jammer his men installed and initiated could be found. 
 
    As far as the ship could tell, there were no substantial life forms within two square kilometers. Scanners registered a number of smaller, moving organic signals, but when Decker mentioned these to Wellington, the Ik’at dismissed them. 
 
    “There were creatures here when we first landed,” he told the bounty hunter, “but nothing a collection of engineers, miners, and private security could not handle.” 
 
    Decker made a note of this, but decided to make sure everyone was armed nonetheless. 
 
    They assembled in the cargo bay, suited and booted; Craglin, Rosa, Apricis, Dorian, and Decker. But before he opened the extendable airlock, Decker quizzed Lorelei one more time on the state of the atmosphere. 
 
    Lorelei paused as she checked the readouts. 
 
    “It’s still very much breathable, Decker,” she assured him. 
 
    Decker considered this for a moment. It was far less annoying running around without a PLSS or helmet. As slightly more cumbersome as the helmet set-up was though, it would be doubly inconvenient if the atmosphere on Pelunov turned on them, like Wellington said it had turned on his workers, and they found themselves coughing up their lungs. 
 
    “For now,” Decker said, “we better be careful and use breathers. Mask up.” 
 
    “The prisoner said that the planet evolves, so I think it’s a smart move preparing for anything, cap,” Rosa said as she fastened her helmet to her shock suit. 
 
    “I’m with the minx on this one, Decker,” Craglin said, struggling to fasten his own helmet with his gloved fingers until Rosa swatted his hands away and did it for him. 
 
    As each of them made the final checks on their equipment, and Decker confirmed the comms with the ship were open and clear, Wellingon sidled up and tapped Decker gingerly on the shoulder. 
 
    “Now, Captain Decker, I’ve instructed you as to where the mining outpost is located,” he said. “I’m not quite sure how me actually coming along will—” 
 
    Decker interrupted him via the expedient method of slapping him gently on the side of his helmeted head. The Ik’at let out a tight little gasp of shock. He was tense, practically radiating with desire to not set foot on Pelunov, if he had the choice. 
 
    Which he doesn’t, Decker thought. 
 
    “You coming with us will just put my mind at rest, Wellington,” he said. “And it’s in your best interests to keep my mind at rest. I overheard Rosa explaining the whole airlock situation to you.” 
 
    “Yes, she was quite thorough on that point,” Wellington said. 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “But, if I might point out that me staying on the ship might—” 
 
    “This group is leaving the ship, and you’re coming with us,” Decker interrupted firmly. “Having you with us will make this whole jolly little jaunt all the quicker.” 
 
    “It’ll also convince me that the instructions you’ve given us aren’t going to lead us into some diabolical little trap,” Craglin chipped in. “I’ve got a nasty, suspicious mind, unlike the captain, of course, but I think I speak for all the rest of us when I say it’s nice to have these little backups in place.” 
 
    Wellington sighed. “Very well,” he said miserably. “Let’s get this over and done with.” 
 
    The planet was exotic, as alien planets tend to be—but not exotic in a way that Decker would have described as ‘good’. It was not exotic in the way that places with luscious tropical beaches lapped by clear pink oceans were exotic, or that tramping under the light of twin moons on some permanently nocturnal planet carpeted with bioluminescent flowers was exotic. It was not a place one would come on vacation. 
 
    The planet’s flora and fauna was straight up weird, and that was a lot, coming from a man who’d trekked on rocks that would have given your average explorers a nightmare or two. 
 
    “Is it just me, or is anyone else getting a kind of… I don’t know… cancerous subcurrent to this place?” Rosa asked. 
 
    Decker was interested to note that the medic’s voice had dropped to something only a little above a whisper. Such an affectation was basically pointless, as the symbiote helmets from the Farrago were nearly soundproof. However, the deserted mining encampment of Pelunov invited such a style of communication.  
 
    There was something about it that prickled the hairs on the back of Decker’s neck. He had his coilgun slung over his shoulder, and he gave it a surreptitious nudge to make sure that its grip was in easy reach. 
 
    “By the devil, but it’s already been half reclaimed!” Wellington muttered, his voice coming clear and crisp through the speakers in Decker’s helmet. 
 
    It certainly looked like the planet was taking back what had been its, and quickly. 
 
    The now quiet road through the overly saturated landscape was slowly but surely being absorbed back into the natural environment as rank grasses, putrid-looking flowers, and withered shrubs spread over concrete slabs. The mining town, which had been made up almost entirely of the crisp, industrially printed buildings now had the air of a forgotten jungle outpost, long since overrun by weeds and vines 
 
    Most of the doors to the uniformly identical buildings were either completely gone or mere remnants of shattered plastic and corroded metal. The open doorways looked eerie, filled with the tangled limbs of thick creepers, as if the plants had actively smashed down the doors to get inside and loot them. 
 
    Or see if there were any living organisms left alive inside, Decker thought, before he could stop himself. 
 
    Apricis carried a spacer carbine inexpertly in her hands. At her insistence, Decker had given her a brief rundown of the weapon on the journey to Pelunov. He had been dubious before seeing how fast she picked it up. That was one of the great advantages the symbiotes had: once they were shown the way to do something, even just once, they locked that knowledge away and could recall it almost perfectly. 
 
    Apricis was on one flank of the loose diamond formation and Rosa on the other. Craglin was stationed at the rear, while Decker took point with Wellington on his shoulder. 
 
    Decker spared a glance over his shoulder and observed Apricis shining the light affixed to her spacer carbine into the vacant doorways on her side of the street. The light revealed nothing, driving back only the darkness that lay within. 
 
    As they continued through the ghostly quiet encampment, moving further into the carefully laid out grid of thin streets, they started to come across evidence of the human workers who had called this forsaken rock home for a time.  
 
    Decker saw clothing, scientific appliances, tools, and other belongings that had been cast aside or simply left outside some of the buildings. They were of no use to anyone anymore, but what had happened to their owners was anyone’s guess. 
 
    Most of the plant-like organisms that flourished across the surface of the planet looked to have been cleared from the rough streets laid out by the engineers of the Duke Mining Corporation. Now, with the miners gone, the strange plant life was quickly reclaiming its territory. 
 
    The vegetation was almost exclusively shrubs, bushes, and other low plants, with tentacular creepers and vines in place of branches. Between them grew a few flowers with noisome-colored petals, fungi that pulsated with a sickly inner light, and a handful of small, stunted tree species. 
 
    “Did you bring any botanists with you, Wellington, mate?” Craglin asked over the comms, stopping to examine a sickly green shrub.  
 
    Before Decker could tell the small figure to leave it, Craglin had moved on, his attention caught by a purple and yellow plant with fat leaves reminiscent of a fern. 
 
    “Of course we did,” Wellington said stiffly. “Why?” 
 
    Craglin stumped on from the purple and yellow plant, only to pause in front of a red bush that pulsated ever so slightly. 
 
    “And did they come to any conclusions about the arboreal life of this nauseating fucking place?” Craglin asked. 
 
    “The consensus, or so I believe,” Wellington said as he paused at a crossroads and cast about to get his bearings, “was that the planet was quite dangerous.”  
 
    “No shit,” Craglin said. “You must have hired some grade-A fucking geniuses, mate.” 
 
    The Renkiddion touched the red plant he had paused by. As soon as his gloved finger came in contact with it, the vine he had prodded instantly twitched and then lashed out aggressively, wrapping a constricting tendril around the small man’s finger. 
 
    Craglin chuckled to himself and watched as the tendril sought to squeeze the life out of his finger. Then, he unsheathed his laz-blade and sliced the tendril off. 
 
    The main plant recoiled like a kicked dog. It retreated so far that Decker could see the soil around its base cracking as the roots writhed under it. The tendril on Craglin’s finger continued to squeeze his thick digit right up until the moment life fled from it. Slowly, like a dying serpent, it unwound and dropped limply to the ground. 
 
    “According to the reports filed by my botanists,” Wellington said, motioning for Decker to take a left, “surviving on this world appears to be unusually difficult. It might be rich in ore and minerals, but it is surprisingly poor so far as nutrients are concerned. They are so scarce that the plants have to choose between growing or reproducing.” 
 
    Decker looked around at the encroaching plant life, which managed to exude an impressive sense of sentient menace for organisms without any eyes. 
 
    “Doesn’t look like they’re struggling,” he said.  
 
    “Quite,” Wellington agreed. “Indeed, if the soil had been as liberally laced with nutrients as it was valuable raw materials, I don’t think we would have been able to land here at all, let alone build a camp. I recall from one report that one particular species on this planet has developed a rather nifty method to deal with the whole grow-or-reproduce conundrum.” 
 
    “And what is that?” Lorelei asked over the comms. 
 
    “Once fully matured, this particular species will split into two versions of itself,” Wellington said as they walked cautiously around a hole in the road and toward a large building at the end of the street. “The two separate plants can then attach to each other again, only as a mating pair this time—so the plant essentially reproduces with itself.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure I’ve met some humanoids that were conceived like that, in some of the rattier bars on Dracone,” Rosa said. 
 
    “Once those two have finished their ritual, the newly produced and half-grown seedling  will either detach itself, if enough nutrients are available, or, if not, become a storage unit for the original plants,” Wellington said. “If nutrients continue to be scarce, the original plants will slowly consume and use up the nutrients in the new seedling in the hope that new nutrients become available again in the future and it can repeat the cycle.” 
 
    “Sounds like this place lives by the mantra ‘there’s a time to thrive, and a time to survive’,” Craglin quipped. 
 
    It was not long before an exclamation from Apricis brought them up short. 
 
    “I can… feel it,” she breathed. 
 
    Decker swiveled his head to the symbiote standing in the middle of the street. She was looking this way and that, though he did not think she was using her eyes to search for whatever it was she was looking for. 
 
    “I can feel it,” she said again. “I can feel our sister’s call. But, it’s murky. Distorted, somehow. Something’s disrupting my senses most definitely.” 
 
    “I feel it too, Apricis,” Saavi said over the comms. She was with Lorelei onboard the ship. Once again, Decker had not wanted to risk any more of the symbiote’s lives than was strictly necessary. 
 
    Decker tried to check in with Lorelei using the telepathy that their union had afforded him, but it didn’t quite work. It felt like his words, when he asked her if she could feel anything too, bounced back at him from the inside of his own skull. 
 
    “We will have to revert to electronic communications, Decker,” Lorelei said to him. “I heard a part of what you were saying, but your communication came through mostly garbled. It is this disruptor. The frequency that the signal is transmitting on is playing havoc with our symbiote abilities.”  
 
    Decker rounded on Wellington. “I think it’s about time we got to where this damn automated disruptor is, don’t you?” he growled. 
 
    Dorian Wellington bit his lip and hurried onward, waving the other four after him. 
 
    “Yes, yes,” he said in that wheedling tone that rubbed on Decker’s last nerve so effectively. “Yes, it’s not far now. Come on.” 
 
    After rounding one more corner, and skirting the side of the large building they had been heading toward, they finally came across some mortal remains of the mining company. On the ground lay ripped uniforms filled with random body parts, abandoned man-amplifiers with corpses still stuck in the pilot pods, and dead bodies with vines and creepers threaded down throats and eye-sockets, into noses and, in one grisly instance, up an ass and out of a mouth. 
 
    “This is not a nice place,” Apricis said. 
 
    “It gives me the fucking heebie-jeebies, bad juju, and the creeps all at once,” Rosa said vehemently. 
 
    “It’ll make sure you never look at a nice potted ficus the same way again, eh?” Craglin snorted. 
 
    “This planet is a lot like the people that tried to inhabit it, if you ask me,” Decker said. “It doesn’t give two shits about anything but itself. Only cares about survival. Only cares about continuing. People have always said things like, ‘We’re destroying the world’ or ‘the world’s gonna end’. They’ve been saying that since the beginning of time. Been saying it about a host of different planets under a dozen different suns, I bet.” 
 
    Decker looked long at Wellington. Looked at him until the other man dropped his gaze. 
 
    “What they mean is ‘We’re gonna die’. The planet—this planet—won’t die. This planet sucks up the blood of those dumb enough to think they can tame it the moment it’s spilled. Pelunov will hoard the bones, waiting for the next bunch of assholes to show up. Planets don’t give a shit about us. They just sit in the void, patient, waiting for us to kill ourselves.” 
 
    As they moved around the huge prefabricated building, something fast scuttled up ahead of them. 
 
    Decker’s coilgun was tucked to his shoulder in a second. Down its barrel, through its iron sight, he saw a pack of spider-like creatures, the size of cats, scatter. The creatures had been feasting on one of the dead bodies lying in the overgrown path.  
 
    Decker shot a look over his shoulder at Wellington. The Ik’at had drawn very close to him but, on meeting Decker’s eye, he took a hasty step away. 
 
    “Yes, those things are…” Wellington said. “Well, let’s just say I have never been good with things with more legs than I have.” 
 
    “Are they dangerous?” Decker asked. 
 
    “I’ve a feeling that every little thing about this rock could be a danger, if we’re lax enough to let it, cap,” Rosa said. 
 
    “There’s only one thing I hate more than spiders,” Craglin said, and for the first time that he could recall, Decker heard no undercurrent of sarcasm in the little man’s voice. “Those are the bogbear that stalk the marsh country back on Renkides.” 
 
    “All right, settle down,” Decker said. “Don’t let this place get under your skin or into your blood. We’re not far from our goal, isn’t that right, Wellington?” 
 
    Wellington’s eyes were wide and fastened on the end of the street where the spider-things had scuttled off, but he nodded and pointed nonetheless. 
 
    “Just down there,” he croaked. 
 
    “Don’t you have any specific fears, cap?” Rosa asked. 
 
    As they followed the twitchy Wellington, Decker racked his brains about that one briefly. He realized that, so far as he was aware, he didn’t really have any specific fears as such. 
 
    “No fears that I can think of,” he said in a low voice, “but that doesn’t mean I don’t get afraid. I’ve had what you might call an eclectic life—and a dangerous one. I’ve faced every kind of nasty fucking thing that I could care to imagine. From giant scorpions to bomb threats, heights and close spaces, wolves and pirates. You name it, it’s probably tried to fucking kill me at some point. I’ve dealt in, and with, a lot of our system’s shit over the years.” 
 
    “A regular merchant of chaos, as I always thought,” Craglin said, as Wellington halted next to a door and indicated with a nod of his head that this was the entrance to the place they sought. 
 
    Decker grunted. “Merchant of chaos. Yeah, that sounds about goddamn right.” 
 
    Hefting his coilgun, he stepped past Wellington and shouldered his way inside the building. 
 
    Thanks to the entire camp following a stock-standard prefab pattern, they found the console for the signal disruptor with relative ease. 
 
    Decker and the rest of the crew entered the large open building. The place was packed with all sorts of banks and towers of electrical gear, the leads of which snaked out every which way. They had to weave along corridors created by stacks and  columns of neatly arranged equipment.  
 
    “It must cost a packet to set up an operation like this,” Rosa said over the shared comms channel. 
 
    “It’s like anything,” came the reply from Wellington. “Once you’re established, you find ways to refine the process down, make it more efficient, more cost effective. You trim the fat. Every mining operation is, indeed, an investment; you can only really get out of it what you are willing to put in. It is all calculated risk. In the hands of an Ik’at though, if you’ll excuse my lack of modesty, that calculation is made to the umpteenth degree of accuracy.” 
 
    “Yeah, mate, it’s certainly some enterprise you have here—had here,” Craglin said. “I’ll tell you what though, I don’t half despise smooth-talking buggers like you. We’ve had a bunch of your like turn up in the orbit of Renkides, pissing in our ears and tryin’ to tell us it’s raining.” 
 
    “Where’s the console we’re looking for?” Decker asked, cutting off the conversation before it could spiral into an unnecessary argument. 
 
    “Just to your right,” Wellington said, shooting Craglin a glare. 
 
    The Renkiddion smiled through his thick mustache and responded with a wink. 
 
    Decker turned right as instructed and saw what was surely the console that Wellington had been leading to. It was a waist-high control panel, complete with a couple of scratched screens, a  mechanical keyboard, and a simple instrument panel. It was painted a bright industrial yellow, and even from a distance Decker could see the large red button in its center. 
 
    “That’s it?” he asked, pointing. 
 
    “That’s it,” Wellington said. 
 
    “Looks like something a kid would design.” 
 
    “I suppose that, in the midst of an emergency, the last thing that anyone wants is not to be able to find the thing they are looking for,” Apricis pointed out. 
 
    “I believe the term is ‘idiot proofing’,” Wellington said pointedly. 
 
    Craglin chuckled. 
 
    Decker approached the console with Wellington at his side. 
 
    “And we just hit the big red button?” Decker asked. “You’re sure?” 
 
    “I’m sure, Captain Decker,” came Wellington’s snippy reply. 
 
    “How is there still power here?” Rosa asked. 
 
    “Duke Mining Corporation has many subsidiaries,” Wellington said. “One of those companies is on the cutting edge of solar energy harvesting and storage. Our powerbanks can be used in lieu of walls.” He gestured casually around the room. “The exterior of the walls of this building, and the roof, are solar panels. Inside the walls are the powerbanks. Which can hold more than enough stored solar power to see all this computer processing equipment through the thirteen and a half-hour Pelunov night.” 
 
    Although, according to Wellington, he and his men had vacated Pelunov only a few months before, Decker still had to rip away some creeping vines drawn in by the gentle hum of electricity running through the console. 
 
    As he wrestled them away, he couldn’t help but feel like they were actively resisting him. When he pulled one vine away, another would try and take its place. When he finally tossed them aside, they recoiled like leaves shriveling in the heat of a fire. Decker thought that, if they’d been able to, they would have hissed at him. 
 
    If this is how invasive they are with the signal disruptor on, his brain pointed out, how aggressive do you think the planet will become when you turn the fucking thing off? 
 
    So far as he could see, that was a hypothetical that was neither here nor there. There did not seem to be any other choice in this particular matter. If they were going to find the fourth symbiote—whether it was on Pelunov or not—Apricis would need to sense its location, and to do that, they needed to stop the automated disruption frequency. 
 
    Slowly, Decker reached out. His hand hovered over the big red button. 
 
    “Ready?” he asked the group. 
 
    Apricis was the only one in the small company who did not look slightly apprehensive. Rather, she looked focused and calm. When she caught eyes with Decker, she nodded. 
 
    “All right, then brace yourselves,” Decker said. “Here we go.” 
 
    His hand came down, the button depressed with a satisfyingly meaty ker-chunk, and the disruptor signal was cut off. 
 
    After a few seconds had passed, Craglin raised his bushy eyebrows behind the reinforced faceplate of his helmet. 
 
    “Well,” he said, “I ain’t going to lie to you, I’m as happy as a dog with two dicks that we didn’t just land ourselves in a terri—” 
 
    With a gut-churning lurch, the ground rose and shook beneath them with such violence that Apricis was sent reeling into Rosa. Decker grabbed hold of a heavy soil analysis system that rocked alarmingly, while Wellington clung onto the solid object nearest to him—which happened to be Decker. 
 
    Craglin was thrown off his stumpy legs and landed hard on the floor. A utilitarian locker filled with boxes of rations in silver foil packets toppled over. It would’ve landed on top of the Renkiddion and done him some serious damage if Decker hadn’t shoved Wellington away from him and managed to use a quick blast of symbiote-infused telekinetics to toss the locker aside. 
 
    “You were saying?” Decker said to the little figure, holding out a hand to help him to his feet. 
 
    Craglin’s face was a picture of semi-psychotic delight. 
 
    “Aye,” he said, “that’s a bit more like it!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    No instructions were needed. The company was well aware, especially after their misadventures on Thrax, that the best course of action inside a collapsing building was to get the fuck out of it pronto.  
 
    The prefabricated buildings, not being as rigid as traditionally built ones, actually had a bit of play within their structures. They moved with the heaving earth, their epoxy-secured sections bowing and buckling. 
 
    Unsurprisingly, only Dorian Wellington showed any resistance or hesitation in running for his life. He goggled like a fish scooped unexpectedly from a stream—but not for long. Craglin grabbed the dumbstruck executive and towed him through the corridors of towering equipment. 
 
    It was the teetering towers of geological and scientific equipment that posed the most immediate danger. 
 
    As they ran across the shaking floor, trying to keep their feet as the hammered earth below their feet tossed and pitched like the deck of a ship, Decker had to continuously use his ability to control metals to stop his companions ahead of him being brained by falling computers and tilting lockers. 
 
    Prioritizing his companions’ safety, Decker found himself getting clipped by some other piece of equipment from behind. 
 
    On one such occasion, as he hurled a tall metal cabinet away from Rosa’s head, he was smacked in the shoulder by a microscope array. The heavy unit sent him staggering into a display cabinet across the aisle.  
 
    He put his hand out to stop himself, and his fist crashed through the glass front of the cabinet. Wrenching his arm free, a splinter of glass flew up and cut him across the cheek. Hot blood welled and started to run down his face, but Decker didn’t register the pain. 
 
    Time for that later, he told himself. After we’ve made sure we haven’t all been crushed.   
 
    As chance would have it, they were well outside before the roof of the prefabricated HQ collapsed. With a reverberating crash, which they felt through the soles of their boots more than heard through the face plates of their helmets, the walls came down after the roof. 
 
    “Shit, that was close,” Rosa said, breathing hard with exertion and straight relief. 
 
    “Uh, I hate to be the one to point this out,” Apricis said, “but I believe there is something far worse that requires our immediate attention.” 
 
    Decker set his feet and lowered his stance in an attempt to keep his balance on the undulating earth. He looked around. His jaw sagged open. 
 
    “Well, shove a credit chip up my ass and call me a bargain,” Craglin said softly. “I’ve seen a lot, but I ain’t never seen nothing like that.” 
 
    “Double negative doesn’t make any sense, short-ass,” Rosa said, though it sounded like an automatic correction to Decker. Rosa certainly didn’t seem to be concentrating on the Renkiddion. She was staring up the street. 
 
    The street appeared to be folding in on itself. As Wellington had pointed out, it looked very much like a wound healing. 
 
    “One of the main quarries lies that way,” Wellington said, his voice laced with hot panic. “With the disruptor signal cut out, I imagine that this planet is filling in the holes we, that is to say my workers, dug from it.” 
 
    “Oh yeah, those pesky workers, what an absolute bunch of bastards,” Rosa said, shooting a scathing look in the former CEO’s direction. If that look had been a projectile, Dorian Wellington would have found himself spread across a large area in tiny bits in no short order. 
 
    The company of five stood transfixed for a while, watching as the buildings at the far end of the long street were ripped down and into the road in a roaring cloud of dust and debris, before being mulched and crushed by an inexorable tide of the cancerous-looking vegetation. The structures disappeared in the same manner that water was pulled down a drain: each building from opposite sides of the street were sucked down into the road at the exact same time. 
 
    And the line of destruction was heading their way. 
 
    Some things just transfixed the eye and stilled the heart. Death and destruction were two of those things. Sentient creatures—those deemed as intelligent lifeforms (usually by themselves)—had always been captivated by a little spoliation. They began small, with houses made of cards or sand castles, but always found ways to escalate. There was something fascinating in seeing something being destroyed. There always had been, and there always would be. 
 
    For a long three seconds, the five of them just stood and watched the ending of the world rushing toward them.   
 
    “I suggest running,” Apricis said suddenly, only the faintest edge to her voice betraying her unease. 
 
    “Bloody well seconded!” Wellington said in a strangled screech, and he took off like a hare. 
 
    They ran.  
 
    They ran for their lives, hoping, in doing so, that they weren’t running straight to their deaths. 
 
    The ground was lurching worse than ever now. The bumping and undulating reached a pitch that made running full pace nigh on impossible. There was no talking, no urging one another on to a greater pace. Everyone was legging it as fast as they could, but it was just not easy with the very ground itself intent on tripping them up. 
 
    Decker chanced a glance behind him as he stumbled and almost fell. The planet, freed from the frequency, looked like it wasn’t just healing what had been done to it, but doing its damndest to swallow the outpost completely.  
 
    It was another thing that went beyond Decker’s usual scope of comprehension. Having the very earth rise up like an acrimonious living being made no sense to him. It flew in the face of everything he had ever known or been taught.  
 
    However, after the past few months of adventures, after having become accustomed to the strange ways of the symbiotes, he was finding each ‘impossibility’ far less surprising than the last. He was coming to appreciate how all things alien and magical-seeming could be accepted, given enough time and an open enough mind. 
 
    As they neared the edge of the mining outpost, where Decker hoped that they would be safe from the fury of the vengeful planet, a sudden telepathic thought flashed through his mind.  
 
    It was Apricis, shooting a splinter of sudden comprehension into his cranium. The telepathic communication lacked the usual insidious subtlety that characterized the symbiotes’ singular method of communication. Instead, it was something like having his mind trampled by an excitable horse—the thought barging in without any warning, riding roughshod through his brain, and then disappearing again. 
 
    “I can feel it!” Apricis’ voice rang in Decker’s mind. “I can feel her! She is not far away! She is close, Decker! But…”  
 
    Decker did not have the mental agility or capacity to even frame a reply. He stumbled again, cursed, and fell heavily, the strap of his coilgun tangling him for a moment. 
 
    They had almost reached the edge of the mining outpost. Wellington already had, and was making his way up a slope covered in slimy, scrubby plants. Apricis was hot on his heels. And Rosa— 
 
    —was about to be crushed. 
 
    Decker’s world congealed. 
 
    Twenty yards ahead of him, Rosa Hawkes was boosting on in the same direction as the other three companions. Between her and the relative safety of the clear ground beyond the mining camp was a stretch of street with only a handful of buildings flanking it. She was almost clear. 
 
    But, as Decker knew all too well, sometimes ‘almost’ wasn’t enough. 
 
    The terrestrial shaking that the encampment was receiving might not have been enough to bring all the buildings crashing down before the planet swallowed them, but it had weakened many of them. One tall, skinny, three-story watchtower was teetering sideways over the makeshift road. 
 
    Even as Decker sprang to his feet and pelted after Rosa, he saw the steel strut of the other corner on the weakened side give way. With a creaking, protesting moan, the tower toppled slowly sideways. 
 
    Caught between definite annihilation behind and likely death by crushing if she continued ahead, Rosa froze, snared in that point between the hammer and the powder. 
 
    Decker wasn’t going to make it in time. 
 
    She was going to die.  
 
    The prefabricated structure might only have had a tellurian weight of three or four thousand pounds, having been made light for ease of transport, but Decker had seen a spaceport stevedore get landed on by a two thousand gallon propane tank and he had most assuredly not walked away from it. 
 
    Rosa was going to die. 
 
    Like hell she is, Decker roared internally as he ran. 
 
    The tower structure fell. Rosa stood stock still, panic or acceptance robbing her of the will to fight fate. 
 
    Decker threw up his hands and reached out with cogency. 
 
    A feeling of ultimate sensitivity filled him. It was as if his entire body, his whole enveloping epidermis, fused into a single nerve ending. He was aware of the whole of his body, but also the space beyond it. It was like nothing he had ever experienced before—not even when he had been practicing with Apricis onboard the Farrago, levitating cups and bottles of synth-skin, the tube magazine of a spacer carbine or a sock. 
 
    This was way beyond that but, then again, Decker was trying to do a lot more than float a screwdriver from one side of the engineering bay to the other—much to the annoyance of Craglin. 
 
    Decker wasn’t so trite as to say that he was impervious to the fear brought on by imminent danger but, truthfully, the bounty hunter only feared danger when he had time to fear it. 
 
    And there was no time then. 
 
    Decker’s cogency burst out of him. It was raw and desperate, and he threw more of it out than ever before, but he still managed to give it some shape. 
 
    The building crashed down and burst apart, strewing the ground with debris—lengths of reinforced steel, splintering fragments of perspex, great shards of plastic, and the destroyed innards of the powerwalls. It thundered down with reckless impunity, right where Rosa stood frozen. 
 
    Only right there, in an oval of space that surrounded the medical officer and Decker, who had managed to get within ten feet of his crew member, a shimmering forcefield held back the wreckage. 
 
    Shimmering like a mirage, the dome of pure force sent the detritus and rubble of the falling building sliding away like water from a hot pan. 
 
    Decker’s mind was a slice of diamond-clear reactionary machinery. As he held one hand reflexively above his head—he grabbed Rosa around the waist and carried her bodily from under the toppling building intent on crushing them.  
 
    As he ran under the falling wreckage, the forcefield moved with them, and the small tunnel he created with the symbiote’s gift closed up behind them.  
 
    The drain on his mind didn’t catch up to Decker until he crested the hill that Wellington had led the way up. 
 
    When it hit, Decker dealt with the lightheadedness and the nausea and the tunnel vision in the most expedient method he knew: by releasing his hold on Rosa and falling face down on the ground. 
 
    For a whirling thirty seconds or so, Decker just lay there and let his body make the call as to whether he was going to pass out or not. He was not dressed in a space suit with built in sensors and adaptable med-kit that could’ve injected him with an assortment of stored drugs to keep him up and functioning. He wore only his shock suit over his usual gear, with his lucky aviator jacket on top.  
 
    “It will pass,” Lorelei’s voice said over the comm’s channel. 
 
    Her voice came loud and quiet, loud and quiet. Decker couldn’t tell whether that was because the speakers in his helmet were on the fritz or because his brain was having a hard time keeping up with things. 
 
    “You’re going to be okay, Decker,” Lorelei said—or it might have been Saavi. 
 
    Decker chose to believe her—or them. It was easier than asking how she—or they—might know that. 
 
    With an effort, once he was sure he wasn’t going to pass out or throw up in his helmet, Decker rolled onto his back and sat up. 
 
    Craglin was breathing hard not far from him, his hands on his knees and his blocky head hanging between his legs. With a wheezing groan, the Renkiddion looked up and focused his eyes down the slope at what used to be a mining outpost. He sucked in a deep breath and then let out a low whistle from under his mustache. 
 
    “I’ll admit that I’ve been around a bit and seen a few things,” he said, “and since joining up with you characters I’ve seen a load more, but I ain’t never, not in all my days, seen a planet eat a town. That’s a new one. Even during this stint I did on Zolla P59, working on an ice-harvester out the back of the Quill Nebula, when I was taking a shitload of—” 
 
    Rosa slapped the Renkiddion around the back of his helmeted head to shut him up, then put her arm around his square shoulders and patted him on the back. She gestured out toward where the outpost had been.  
 
    Now, nothing was left except for a few chunks and struts of the larger buildings, which were being drawn into the planet’s heart with the inexorable thoroughness of quicksand. 
 
    “Behold the field in which I grow mine fucks about your sordid past, Renkiddion,” she said, in a voice that was pitched a little higher than usual. “Cast thine eyes upon it and thou shalt see that it is barren.” 
 
    She started to laugh then. It had a kind of uncontrollable quality to it, almost hysterical.  
 
    Decker made no mention of it and didn’t try to calm her down. Neither did anyone else. People dealt with their near death experiences differently. 
 
    Decker had almost been turned into a grisly smorgasbord of body parts or assorted and unidentifiable body ingredients on numerous occasions. Rosa had too—hell, he had been witness to a couple of fucking close calls she’d had. He guessed that she was just taking a moment to process the thought not that her death would ‘count’, as so many people romantically liked to believe theirs would, but that it would not count in the least. 
 
    While Rosa composed herself and her laughter died away into a breathy half sob, the others watched the planet reclaim the mining outpost and the quarry that had laid behind it. 
 
    “How long did that take you to knock up?” Decker asked Wellington, as the Ik’at businessman watched in mute horror as his equipment was sucked into the planet’s depths. 
 
    “Weeks,” Wellington replied softly. 
 
    Decker nodded. “It’s a funny old thing, isn’t it?” 
 
    “What’s that?” Wellington asked dismally. He sounded like a man who doubted very much whether he would ever hear anything funny again. 
 
    “Pride.” 
 
    “The way that it gets no pleasure out of having something, you mean?” Apricis said, “only out of having more of something than the next person?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Decker said. “I was going to say that, at the end of the day, it doesn’t count for shit. But your way is nicer.” 
 
    Craglin grunted. “Everyone knows that about pride,” he said dismissively. “Even humans. Even they—you—know deep down that it is the comparison that you make between one another, between the ‘haves’ and the ‘have nots’ where you derive that weird pleasure of being above the rest. Once the element of competition is gone, pride is gone. Humans understand that, but that still doesn’t stop ‘em acting like they don’t know the difference between shit and chewed dates. That’s what makes them so unique.” 
 
    A hand was suddenly thrust into Decker’s face. He followed the arm and saw that it belonged to Rosa. Decker took hold of the proffered hand and let Rosa pull him to his feet. 
 
    “I owe you, cap,” she said. 
 
    “Nah,” Decker said, shaking his head. “You don’t.” 
 
    “You saved my life.” 
 
    “Maybe. But, well, I was heading that way anyway, wasn’t I?” 
 
    Rosa nodded. Her face, which was usually lit by that crooked, knowing smile of hers, was unusually grave and thoughtful. Her eyes stared deep into Decker’s, with such intensity that he had to drop his own. 
 
    “There is a clan of rustics on my world who believe that if someone manages to dupe death, if they somehow manage to keep someone alive who should have rightly died, then they might be called to die in that person’s place,” Wellington said abruptly. 
 
    “No good deed goes unpunished, eh?” Decker said, briefly clasping Rosa’s limp hand and then making an inventory of himself to make sure that he still had all his weapons. 
 
    “They believe that, in that moment, energy was demanded by the universe,” Wellington continued, stomping on a creeping tendril that was inching its way toward his booted foot. “If it could not get the required energy from one source, these rustics believed that it would then take it from another.” 
 
    Craglin scratched his gut with a gloved hand. His face creased up in concentration. Then, with a small kick of the leg, as if he was trying to flip a frog off the toe of his boot, he let loose a loud fart. 
 
    “Yeah, well, people believe a lot of daft shit, mate,” he said sagely as if he hadn’t just... “There’s no accounting for it, I’m telling you. We have a good laugh about what people outside of Renkides believe back home, actually. In fact, there’s a bunch of blokes who make it their job to study them.” 
 
    “Theologians,” Wellington said. “Theologians is the word you’re looking for.” 
 
    “Nah, minimifidian is what they’re called,” Craglin said. “They study all sorts of beliefs, no matter how screwy, and they also study the kinds of people that typically believe in these beliefs. I was never one for book learning, mind you, but the little bit I gleaned from pals who knew a bit about it did sound interesting.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah?” Decker said, only half listening. He was using the time afforded them to scope out their surroundings from the top of the hill. 
 
    “Yeah,” Craglin said, reaching for his mustache to give it a scholarly twirl before realizing that his helmet was in the way. “Sounded like a lot of the more old school beliefs and convictions were, in almost every case, gotten second-hand and without examination from authorities who had not themselves taken a look at the questions at issue. Those authorities had just filched them, second-hand, from another bunch of non-scrutinizing jackasses, whose opinions about them were worth less than a slotted set screw to begin with.” 
 
    Apricis stepped forward and held up her hands. To Decker’s amazement, Craglin actually stopped talking at the look on the symbiote’s face. She had her head cocked to one side, and there was an expression of confused delight on her face. 
 
    “What’s going on, Apricis?” Decker asked. 
 
    “I can hear it. I can hear her,” she said, her eyes narrowing. 
 
    “The fourth symbiote?” Rosa asked. 
 
    Apricis nodded and dropped to her knees. Slowly, she leaned further and further forward, like she was about to set her ear to the ground. 
 
    Decker was just about to warn her against putting her naked ear anywhere near the ground of Pelunov, when he noticed that wherever the symbiote’s hands touched or her fingers brushed, the aggressive plants shied away from. Even if they did not make an outright move to avoid her, they didn’t attack or try and constrict her as they had done with Craglin’s finger earlier. 
 
    “Finding her is a good thing though, right?” Rosa asked. “That’s why we landed on this foul rock.” 
 
    “Yes,” Apricis said, “but there is something that does not make a whole lot of sense to me—to my senses.” 
 
    “And that is?” Decker asked, preparing himself mentally for a metaphorical kick in the dangly bits. “Where is this signal you’re picking up coming from?” 
 
    In reply, and to his resigned consternation, Apricis pointed downward. 
 
    “Below us,” she said. 
 
    “Great,” Craglin said. 
 
    “Great,” Rosa echoed. 
 
    “Below us?” Decker asked slowly, “As in below us, under the ground?” 
 
    Apricis looked at him and nodded. “I would say so, yes.” 
 
    “I’ll ask the obvious question,” Craglin said cheerfully. “how the fuck is that possible?” 
 
    Decker motioned for the Renkiddion to hold his tongue. “How deep, Apricis?” he asked. 
 
    “Through the channel that is open only to us symbiotes,” Apricis said, “I would say that she is as near the planet’s core as makes no difference.” 
 
    Decker wanted to pinch the bridge of his bent and much broken nose, but was thwarted in doing this by his helmet. 
 
    “I wonder how the hell we’re going to get all the way down there then,” he muttered to himself. “Especially given that any mining equipment that might have been useful presumably just got sucked down along with the outpost and the quarry.” 
 
    Silence stretched. It stretched a long way and was dotted with numerous doubts, like cookie dough made from uncertainty and fatalism sprinkled with chocolate chips that, on closer inspection, turned out to be rat shits. 
 
    Unexpectedly, it was Dorian Wellington who stepped forward to try his luck at solving this conundrum. 
 
    “Am I correct in believing that, now that this young woman has determined that her fellow symbiote—is that right?—is somewhere below our feet in the subterranean depths of Pelunov, we will not be leaving this planet until we have at least tried to locate her?”  
 
    “That’s right, fancypants,” Rosa said. 
 
    Wellington sighed, conveying the air of a man who has had his worst fears confirmed. 
 
    “In that case, it might be that I have a suggestion that can oil the wheels of this, most likely, suicidal mission,” the Ik’at said. 
 
    “Get to the fucking point, Wellington,” Decker groaned. 
 
    “I think I know a way we can get beneath the planet’s surface, deep beneath the surface.” Wellington paused and licked his lips, clearly summoning the courage necessary to set them on a road that he didn’t much fancy traveling. 
 
    Decker decided to help the rangy, orange-skinned Ik’at. 
 
    “If you make me have to tell you to elaborate one more time, or prompt you in any way to get on with it, I’m going to use your face as a shovel to dig to the center of this angry rock we’re currently standing on. I’m sick of smelling what you’re selling, Wellington. Serve it up or I’m going to throw your ass out of the kitchen.” 
 
    Wellington nodded. He almost seemed happier that he’d been threatened with violence. It was as if he enjoyed only having one course of action in front of him to take. 
 
    Perhaps that’s the accountant or bureaucrat inside him, Decker thought. 
 
    “There’s a place, one of the larger outposts not far from here, where we may be able to access the interior of the planet in comparative—comparative being the optimal word here—safety.” 
 
    “How?” Apricis asked at once. “If the planet rejected your attempt to colonize it here”—she motioned with her head toward the patch of blank plain choked with noxious-looking weeds that had not long before been an encampment—“then what would stop it taking similar action with all your other little outposts?” 
 
    Her words dripped with a sardonic disdain that sounded like something she’d adopted from Rosa. 
 
    “The outpost was built on the edge of a ravine,” Wellington replied, seemingly impervious to the redhead’s scorn. “My team of workers built a hypogean elevator on the lip of this chasm. With it, they accessed two separate shafts to explore the considerable reserves of rhodium, without so much as having to lay a single charge or do any plasma drilling.” 
 
    “You’re saying that there are natural shafts leading down to the center of this rock?” Decker asked. 
 
    Wellington nodded. 
 
    “And why the hell is that important?” Rosa asked. 
 
    “Because it means that the planet, hopefully, won’t have sealed up those naturally made shafts,” Decker said. “If they were there when Wellington and his team of dumbasses arrived, then the planet should leave them be because it won’t view them as a source of damage.” 
 
    Craglin wagged his helmeted head in agreement. “Still with all this upheaval, those subterranean elevators might have been knocked out of alignment. Or completely destroyed, of course.” 
 
    Wellington shook his head doubtfully. “Sadly, I don’t think that will be the case. The gantries have their own shock attenuators built. Very high-spec devices that are fused into the rock by…” 
 
    Wellington caught Decker’s eyes and gave a little nervous laugh. 
 
    “Um, well, let’s just say that the technology was developed to deal with extreme seismic conditions whilst being non-invasive. After all, the more rock you damage during your excavations, the more likely you are to cut into your profits.” 
 
    “And you wouldn’t want that,” Rosa said in a withering voice. 
 
    “What if the elevators are damaged?” Decker asked.  
 
    “Your people are rumored to be fairly skilled so far as fixing things go, aren’t they?” Wellington said to Craglin. 
 
    “We know one end of a screwdriver from another, yeah,” Craglin said. 
 
    “I think that between us, this small person and I should be able to take care of and repair any of the minor faults that might show themselves in the elevator,” Wellington said. 
 
    Decker glanced at Craglin. Gravity of the situation was such that the Renkiddion seemed to not have noticed that he had been called a ‘small person’. He hadn’t delivered a punch to the Ik’at’s testicles at any rate, which was one of the giveaways that Decker had been on the lookout for. 
 
    “You have your tools?” Decker asked him. 
 
    “A Renkiddion never leaves the house, or the ship, without his tools, mate,” Craglin replied. 
 
    “This elevator set-up, how quickly would it be able to get us down to the core?” Decker asked Wellington. 
 
    “It’s big and powerful enough to reach the core within a few hours, and comes equipped with a plasma drill on its underside.” 
 
    “And why does that matter?” Rosa asked irritably. “Goddammit, just once I’d love to arrive somewhere and find the symbiote waiting for us on, like, a beach or something. With a jug of ice-cold sangria.” 
 
    Decker chuckled. 
 
    “Because, although we registered no thermal spiking within the core of the planet,” Wellington explained, “my men did not dare start cutting in to reach it. This was in spite of there being substantial mineral deposits showing up on our lidar reports.” 
 
    “Wow, you managed to show a bit of restraint before cutting into the heart of a recently birthed planet? I confess myself as staggered,” Apricis said. 
 
    Wellington had the good sense to at least act chagrined. 
 
    “Well, it was on the docket,” he said. “Only, everyone ended up going mad or getting killed.” 
 
    “If this thing needs extensive repairs,” Decker said, “I might be able to use my metallurgence to repair some of it too.” 
 
    Apricis considered this. “That might be running the risk of the planet retaliating by destroying the structure immediately,” she warned. 
 
    “What about the signal?” Rosa asked. “Will it interfere with us at all, if we find ourselves plasma cutting when we try to gain access to the core?” 
 
    “It could do,” Wellington said. 
 
    Decker wondered about that. 
 
    Apricis seemed unsure about it herself. 
 
    “I don’t know about that,” she said. “I mean, the signal is coming from a symbiote, one of  my sisters, trying to defend herself.” 
 
    “Like Saavi did when she we found that pod of hers crash-landed on the back of that fucking enormous tortoise, cap,” Rosa said. 
 
    Decker snorted with wry amusement. 
 
    “Funny how I remember that little episode like it was yesterday,” he said. “That being the case then, maybe I can try using the same approach here: using the symbiote telepathy to reach out to her before she decides that she’d rather shoot first and ask questions never.” 
 
    Apricis gave Decker a level look, her mouth quirking up in a smile. 
 
    “I think it might be worth a try, Decker,” she said. 
 
    “All right, then,” Decker said. “It doesn’t sound like there’s anything else to talk about. Wellington, lead the way.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As if in answer to Rosa’s prayers, or more likely her unbridled frustration, the journey to the other mining outpost was uneventful. There were no stomach churning lurches by the earth, no cracks in the poisonous bedrock of the plant appeared, and no hissing geysers broke through the scrubby, foul-looking vegetation to envelop any of them in skin-blistering, shock suit-melting steam. Wellington warned any of these might happen, although Decker was more than a little suspicious of the Ik’at’s claims.  
 
    On arriving at the outpost and cresting a rocky rise, they were greeted with the sight of a ravine, although there was precious little else to speak of. 
 
    “You’re sure this is the place, fancypants?” Rosa asked. 
 
    Wellington stepped over to Decker. “May I see the map you have on your omni-com?” 
 
    “How do you know I’ve got a map of this place?” Decker asked suspiciously. 
 
    “I saw you glance at it earlier,” Wellington admitted. “I have to say that I’m rather impressed. Not just with your personal level of organization, you understand, but with the quality of the equipment you have at your disposal and the skill and forward-thinking of your crew. Generating a map of a planet takes computing power and foresight. I’ll tell you, Captain Decker, that I could use a man with your—” 
 
    Decker held up a hand. 
 
    “I’m a bounty hunter, Wellington,” he said. “I don’t make a habit out of being a criminal, unlike you and your rich buddies. I’ve known some bad, ruthless men and women in my time, but not one of them could hold a candle to the kinds of assholes that you populate your social circles with.” 
 
    Wellington opened his mouth, no doubt to make some half-assed attempt at flattery or apology, but Decker spoke over him. 
 
    “I’ve known cut-throats and thieves of the worst kind. Assassins that view people as walking credit accounts. Con-artists that’ll steal the flowers off their grandmother’s grave if there’s a profit in it for them and they’re given half the chance.” Decker shook his head and laughed, and it was not a nice sound. “The likes of you, though… Shit, you operate on a whole different plane to me. You put the likes of me and Hawkes to shame. We kill and steal when we must, but you and your ilk… You lot rob and murder on such a scale that you’re actually applauded for it and rewarded with titles and shit.” 
 
    Decker stepped into the Ik’at’s personal space, his meaty hand coming down on Wellington’s shoulder.  
 
    “You belong to me, pal,” Decker said. “We might be in a shared jam currently, but you’re going to have to pull something miraculous out of your ass to merit me letting you go, you know that, don’t you?” 
 
    Wellington didn’t say anything, but his lower lip trembled. 
 
    “I wouldn’t start weeping inside a helmet, fancypants,” Rosa advised. 
 
    Decker held out his forearm and showed the map of Pelunov that Lorelei and Saavi had put together with the Farrago’s advanced scanner arrays. 
 
    “This… This is the spot,” Wellington managed to say once he had composed himself. “I recognize the orbital overlays. Only—” 
 
    “Only the planet had taken it back,” Apricis finished. 
 
    Craglin, who was standing on the rise, and completely ignoring what the others were doing, whistled out to them. 
 
    “Jeez, shortass, don’t whistle into the mic like that,” Rosa cursed. “You almost burst my fucking eardrums.” 
 
    “Sorry, darl,” the Renkiddion said. “It’s just that I think I can spy a spire down on the edge of that there abyss.” 
 
    Decker went to the Renkiddion’s side. 
 
    “That’s a glint of metal sure enough,” he grunted, zooming in with his tactical contact lens. The spire was a couple of klicks from them. “Everyone cross your fingers and pucker your assholes. Who knows what’s going to be waiting for us down there.” 
 
    What was waiting for the crew of five was… Not a lot. 
 
    There was no sign of the destruction that the planet must’ve wrought on the mining outpost. There was simply no clue as to how much of a camp had been there. The only piece of evidence that mankind had been there at all was the very piece of industrial equipment that Wellington had told them might still be standing. 
 
    The subterranean mining elevator. 
 
    So far as technology and innovation went, a surface to core elevator was nothing to write home about. Not really. The frozen rock of Dracone that Decker and the rest of his team made camp on had been drilled through multiple times by hopeful prospectors. 
 
    “It’s constructed mostly from titanium, of course,” Wellington explained, “due to its absurdly low mass to strength ratio. That is to say, it weighs little but can put up with a hell of a lot of stress.” 
 
    He blathered on in this vein for a while, during which time Craglin walked around the unimposing structure with a speculative connoisseur’s eye. It didn’t look overly impressive to Decker’s mind, though he probably didn’t have the engineering know-how to truly appreciate it.  
 
    To him it looked like little more than a series of delicate metal rods, crossing re-crossing one another, fused cunningly to the living rock of the planet. A gantry made of the same material—titanium, if Wellington was to be believed—held a large vessel big enough to accommodate twenty workmen.  
 
    Before Decker could more closely analyze the gun-metal gray thing that he assumed was the elevator, something Wellington said re-captured his attention. 
 
    “Now, one thing to keep in mind,” the Ik’at said, “is that this is a nuclear mining rig, so if this starts up—” 
 
    “Then we have to keep it running or risk a meltdown,” Craglin said. 
 
    Decker’s head turned slowly to look at Wellington. 
 
    “What?” the former CEO of the Duke Mining Corporation exclaimed. “You wanted a way to get to the core of this forsaken hellhole and, in doing so, then get off it, and this is it. This is the only way, Captain Decker. Every other outpost used technology to cut into the planet’s crust. As such, I imagine that every other outpost is less than rubble now.” 
 
    Decker looked around. The far edges of the ravine were covered in tall flora, almost high enough to be called trees if they didn’t look so much like glutinous mushrooms. The trees looked like they had grown up from the ravine, almost like a mold. A stirring of unease rippled through his insides as his gaze roved slowly over the slimy boles of the weird vegetative growths. 
 
    “Craglin?” he called, not taking his eyes from the treeline.  
 
    “Yeah, mate?” the Renkiddion replied. 
 
    “Is that thing damaged?” Decker asked. 
 
    “Sure is, mate.” 
 
    “How long is it going to be before you and our resident billionaire can have it up and running?” 
 
    Craglin, who already had his head buried happily in a control box, wires and fuses spilling around his ginger-haired head, considered this. 
 
    “It’s probably going to take as long as it’s going to take, mate,” he said after a while. 
 
    Dorian Wellington stepped up beside the Renkiddion and attempted to reach into the guts of the eviscerated control box, but Craglin slapped his hand with a pair of pliers. 
 
    “This looks more simplistic than I would have thought it,” Wellington said. “Are you sure you’re fiddling with the correct—” 
 
    “Just because something is simple doesn’t mean it ain’t capable of doing something miraculous, chum,” Craglin said. “A trigger is simple on the surface, just a sliver of metal. You go ahead and squeeze it, though, and you’re liable to blow your own bollocks off.” 
 
    “Or someone else’s,” Decker said. 
 
    “Yes, I see what you’re getting at,” Wellington said tersely, “but this is a nuclear powered, twelve-million credit, swivel-mounted ore mining elevator carrying a twin payload of helium-3. It’s not just a sliver of metal.” 
 
    “Yeah, fair point,” Craglin said, “but don’t worry your little head with big words, this is just the anti-lock brake mechanism.” 
 
    “Well, why are you starting there and not—” Wellington began to gripe.   
 
    The planet, Pelunov, shifted crankily under their feet. On the other side of the ravine, a slab of rock, about the size of the Farrago, split away from the shelf and plummeted into the inky abyss. 
 
    Unthinkingly, Decker reached out with mentalism, hoping to assuage the planet’s anger. Whether it was his calming thoughts, or just pure luck, the rumbling under their feet ceased. 
 
    That’s it, Decker said, sending out more peaceful mental emanations. That’s it, we’re here to help. Wherever you are down there, we’re coming for you. 
 
    The trembling, volcanic surges might have died, but a small alarm blared in the corner of his helmet’s heads-up display. 
 
    “Decker…” Lorelei said through their telepathic link. 
 
    But Decker was already checking his omni-com. 
 
    “I’m getting organic readings—moving life forms,” Rosa said, even as Decker brought up his own display. 
 
    “Where the hell did they come from?” Decker asked. According to the sweep he had made up on the ridge, there had been nothing alive down where they were now. 
 
    “I… I don’t know,” Saavi said, sounding as perplexed as a symbiote ever did.   
 
    Decker’s thermal scanner was telling his omni-com that the life forms, whatever they might be, were in the weird fungi-like trees on the edge of the ridge. Watching the screen, he saw that more heat signatures flow up the cliff. 
 
    “Give me exterior audio, Lorel—” he started to say, but then stopped. 
 
    From the flora, from under its drooping mucoid branches emerged a slinking panther-like beast with six legs and a ridge of spines running down its leathery back. Then emerged another, and another. Apricis and Rosa moved closer to Decker as a whole pack of the fell beasts slid like shadows to confront the group. 
 
    “Are we in the shit?” Craglin asked, without looking up from the control box he was working on. 
 
    “Er–er–er…” Wellington whimpered from next to him. 
 
    “Screwed with a capital F, is it?” the Renkiddion said. “Better make yourself useful and hand me that fucking thirteen mil spanner, then.” 
 
    Decker unslung the coilgun from over his shoulder and thumbed the safety. The weapon hummed into life, the electromagnets readying themselves to accelerate and dispense ferromagnetic death. 
 
    “Screwed with a capital F,” Decker growled, his eyes narrowing, “but, I swear, that’s going for these things this time, not us.” 
 
    “Well, any break from the clusterfuck that is our usual MO will be welcome at this point,” Rosa quipped. 
 
    She raised her coilgun to her shoulder, and Apricis leveled her spacer carbine at the creeping creatures. 
 
    “Come on, then!” Decker yelled, his voice barely penetrating the faceplate of his helmet. “Come here and let’s be done with it!”

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What are these things?” Rosa asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure that really has any relevance at this point,” Apricis said, her spacer carbine switching from target to target as the creatures stalked closer. 
 
    “You two, keep working on getting that rig up and running,” Decker called out. 
 
    “That’s the plan, mate,” Craglin said calmly.  
 
    There was a shower of sparks. The Renkiddion let out a little chuckle and patted out a burning ember that was smoldering on his glove. 
 
    “You little bloody beauty,” Decker heard him mutter as he closed the control box lid. 
 
    The creatures were wary and intelligent. Every time either his, Apricis’, or Rosa’s barrel swung in the direction of a particular creature, that beast would back off and another one of the pack would slink forward elsewhere.  
 
    Decker didn’t much like that. He could have understood animals that rushed in as a pack. Such tactics spoke of desperation, straight hunger, or a territorial display. This slow skulking advance spoke of something else. 
 
    “Might as well show we ain’t here to fuck spiders, Decker!” Craglin called. 
 
    Decker grunted. The little engineer had a point. It’d be in their best interest to show that they weren’t going to be fucked with. 
 
    He pulled the trigger of his coilgun. 
 
    Coilguns had a reputation as being fairly unrefined weapons. That is to say, they were point and shoot rifles with little in the way of computerized aiming assists, but they were powerful.  
 
    Fired into the hull of a spacecraft in microgravity, even a handheld coilgun could sometimes penetrate all the compartments therein and exit out the other side. Other times, depending on what it hit, it might burst into a spray of plasma that made the inside of a spacecraft a really shitty place to be for whoever happened to be inside.  
 
    On the ground though, in an atmosphere that was near enough one G as to make no difference, the solid copper projectile hit the flesh and bone of the creature Decker had been drawing a bead on, pierced it neatly, and then blew its entire hindquarters off. 
 
    Purple blood sprayed across the ground behind the mortally wounded beast. The plants and flora around it writhed in delight as they sought to dip their tendrils in the hot gore. The beast’s remaining four legs that had not been reduced to mincemeat, flapped and flailed as it let out a keening whine. 
 
    “They die, then,” Rosa commented. 
 
    Adrenaline started to pump through Decker’s veins. He was getting that old familiar feeling, the feeling of sparks flowing out of his chest, down his arms, and through to his trigger finger. 
 
    “Everything dies,” he said.  
 
    The creatures pulled back en masse. Their furless leathery bodies were all angles as they retreated, hissing and growling, and bearing their jagged black teeth. The spines on their backs stood fully erect, like the quills on a porcupine. 
 
    Decker looked over his shoulder. Behind Rosa, Apricis and himself, Wellington was inside the subterranean elevator stabbing frantically at the buttons on the display screens. By his knees, Craglin was once more buried in a box of wires, looking like a man who had split open the belly of some mechanized beast and was now messing about in its stomach cavity. 
 
    Decker turned back to the creatures surrounding them. They glared at him intently—all of them.  
 
    In that moment, he could see exactly what was going to happen next. 
 
    “Oh shit,” he said. “Light these fuckers up!” 
 
    The naked panthers streamed forward as one. With their six legs and sinuous, hard-muscled bodies, they flowed over the terrain like shadows before the rising sun. Their mouths were open, fangs extending an extra couple of inches in anticipation, perhaps, of the kill. 
 
    Rosa’s coilgun hummed. Her round obliterated the head of the lead panther, passed through its body, and then felled the beast behind it.  
 
    Decker fired off two shots in quick succession. He didn’t really have to aim, the creatures charged in a dense wave, and he saw a few of them tumble in sprays of blood. 
 
    On Decker’s left, Apricis had her spacer carbine pressed firmly, but not overly tightly, to her shoulder. Out of the corner of his eye, Decker saw the intuitive way she switched targets, squeezing off only a few rounds at a time before moving onto the next one.  
 
    There was an indefatigable calmness to the woman, a trait shared by all the symbiotes. Regardless of the spacer carbine being designed for microgravity, and thus having zero recoil, she was not tempted into spraying bullets everywhere. She was methodical. Precise. 
 
    The creatures were swirling around them like living water, individual panthers striking out at blind-spots, but the trio drove them back with calm and expert aim. When one of them needed to change out a magazine, the others were quick to cover them. 
 
    “Almost there,” Decker could hear Wellington muttering frantically to himself. “Almost there… Almost there.” 
 
    “We’d be almost there a lot quicker if you stopped looking over at what the others are fucking doing, mate,” Craglin snapped. 
 
    Decker dropped to one knee, fired off coilgun rounds until his weapon was spent, and then let it drop on its strap. He drew his cryopistol and started firing discriminately into the  snarling pack of leather panthers. 
 
    “Pull back,” he said through gritted teeth to the two women flanking him. “Pull back. Slowly, though.” 
 
    “Last thing I’m going to do is show my back to these things,” Rosa said, her face contorted with concentration.  
 
    Decker didn’t like it much, but the sheer press of numbers of the furious creatures was pushing them back toward the mining elevator. The doors of the thing were still wide open, Wellington and Craglin working on their tasks as fast as their hands could go. 
 
    “Craglin?” Decker asked. 
 
    “Not yet,” the Renkiddion replied shortly. 
 
    “Short-ass, hurry up!” Rosa urged. Her coilgun ran dry, and she pulled out another boxy magazine of shells from a pouch on her belt. With a practiced flick, the medical officer ejected the spent magazine, but caught it, while ramming the fresh magazine into place. Without looking, she replaced the old magazine into the freed up belt pouch, then brought her weapon up and pulped a panther that had just sprung at Apricis. 
 
    Apricis lashed out with a spinning kick at one of the hairless panthers that had come in too close, her boot heel connecting with the thing’s wedge-shaped head and sending it tumbling.  
 
    She dropped to her knee and strafed a line of fire across beasts that were running along the lip of the ravine and trying to flank them. The 5.7mm rounds stitched holes of glistening purple across the muscular haunches of the animals and punched them, howling, off the side of the cliff. 
 
    Decker could feel a distinct kind of weariness seeping into his limbs. It was that special fatigue that he experienced sometimes when he was caught up in fighting a battle for his life. It was not a tiredness of the muscles or sinews of his body, but that insidious and most deadly of fatigues that occasionally threatened to overtake the soul when the body was forced to run or back away from a battle.  
 
    Decker had always found that having to retreat seemed to sap him more than having to dredge up the bravery required for forging ahead. 
 
    He hated losing. His body and mind rebelled at it. 
 
    Decker, Rosa, and Apricis had been driven back to within eight yards of the open doors of the hypogean elevator. They were fighting to hold every inch of ground and struggling.  
 
    No matter how many of the spiny panther-like creatures they cut down, perforated, or blasted into jelly, more of the damn things kept joining the party.  
 
    Decker caught one of the panther’s through the mouth as it lunged at him, blowing the back of its skull out. He never had a chance to reload his coilgun. He was firing so rapidly that his trigger finger ached. 
 
    One of the slobbering, agile, spine-covered panthers leapt up at Decker, as another snaked under the barrel of Apricis’ spacer carbine. Decker switched his cryopistol from his right hand to his left. It fizzed and spat as it shot out a stream of semi-automatic elemental pellets that caught the panther making a move on the symbiote in the ribs and tumbled it over. 
 
    While shooting, Decker’s hand cleared his laz-blade out of its sheath. The shimmering, sizzling blade buzzed into life. The leaping panther crashed into him, teeth-filled jaws snapping for his throat. The momentum of the creature’s leap bowled Decker off his feet and over the threshold of the subterranean elevator door. Its fangs grazed the armor plating of his neck before he was able to ram the laz-blade into the creature’s sternum. 
 
    Decker shoved the dying, twitching creature off him, looked sideways, and saw his cryopistol lying just out of reach.  
 
    Before he could grab it, the weapon was snatched up by someone else. 
 
    “Look at this eager beaver!” Craglin said, looking down at Decker and giving him a big grin with his tombstone teeth. “I was just about to call all aboard, but you missed me, did you, mate?” 
 
    Decker didn’t have a chance to answer. The Renkiddion stepped over him and started blasting away at the pack of ravening creatures. 
 
    Decker took the opening to reload his coilgun and get to his feet. He pointed it over the head of Craglin and fired into the thronging mass of spiny six-legged fiends.   
 
    “Come on, ladies!” Craglin cried. “Let’s get a move on! Honestly, if I had a ten-credit token for every time I’d had to wait around for a broad, I’d—” 
 
    “Does that vertically challenged knucklehead ever stop talking absolute rot?” Wellington wailed. “Just get the hell in! I’m initiating the launch phase.” 
 
    With that, the Ik’at executive smacked his palm onto the control panel in front of him, flipped a couple of switches, and then slid his thumb across a display. Above the door, a green light flicked on. 
 
    Decker grabbed Apricis by her shoulder just as her spacer carbine clicked on empty and hauled her inside. A claw missed her throat by inches. 
 
    He booted the offending creature in the head, and it retreated. His coilgun came up, and he shot one, two, three of the monsters in quick succession, unintentionally nailing two other creatures, when the rounds pierced through their initial targets. Blood gouted from the awful wounds, limbs spun away, and skulls burst like blisters, spewing brain matter across the happy vegetation. 
 
    “Hawkes, come on!” Decker yelled. 
 
    He grabbed Rosa by the webbing on her shock suit and dragged her into the elevator. 
 
    “Go, go!” Apricis urged Wellington. 
 
    The doors slammed shut. One of the creatures, making a desperate lunge at Rosa’s trailing boot, actually had its muzzle severed in the closing door. With a grunt of disgust, Rosa kicked the sliced off snout away.  
 
    Wellington leaned forward on a small, innocuous lever. The gentle hum of the elevator’s power source rose in pitch. The little vessel shuddered and strained. 
 
    “Oops, that’s my cue,” Craglin said. 
 
    “Hurry up, you fool!” Wellington yelled. “I’m only going to be able to enter the manual override code to stop us just before we reach the end of the line—the core—once we’re underway!” 
 
    Decker had no idea what the scrawny Ik’at was talking about, but it sounded important. In the privacy of his head, he urged the Renkiddion to get a move on. 
 
    A couple of thuds sounded as the creatures outside barreled into the closed doors. The mining elevator rocked on its rail. 
 
    Pliers in hand, Craglin reached into the control box under the pilot’s chair and untwisted a pair of wires. 
 
    He grinned and said, “There we—” 
 
    Decker’s stomach lurched like it was making a bid for freedom out through his chest. Next to him, holding onto the side of the plummeting cart for dear life, Rosa was letting out a steady stream of curses. They sounded to Decker like most of them were aimed at Craglin. 
 
    “Might… have… overdone… it… a bit… there,” Craglin’s voice came over Decker’s helmet speakers. “Let me just reinitiate the inertia… brakes…” 
 
    The feeling of weightlessness stopped, and Decker found himself able to breathe again. They slowed from freefall to a controlled descent. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” Craglin said lightly. “Got my wires crossed there, so to speak.” 
 
    Rosa looked very much like he was about to tell Craglin that the next wires that were liable to be crossed were the ones that connected his spine to his brainstem. However, her reprimand was curtailed by the sound of several thuds striking the roof.  
 
    “Oh, you’ve got to be shitting me,” Decker groaned. 
 
    There were a few more thuds. The elevator rocked. Now that the inertia brakes—whatever the hell they were—had been reactivated, the sound of the nuclear-powered mining rig had faded to a gentle humming drone. 
 
    “I don’t believe that you are being, uh, ‘shit’,” Apricis said. “The creatures, they seem to have adhesive pads on the bottom of their feet. It’s the only explanation I can think of that would account for—” 
 
    “Goddammit, Wellington!” Rosa suddenly shouted, launching herself across the compartment.  
 
    Decker looked at the Ik’at. 
 
    “Goddammit,” he growled. “If it’s not raining, it’s fucking pouring piss.” 
 
    Dorian Wellington was slumped in the rough pilot’s chair. He was unconscious, seizuring like he had back on Farrago. 
 
    “What’s wrong with him, Hawkes?” Decker asked Rosa, though he feared he already knew. 
 
    “Same as before,” Rosa replied, confirming Decker’s hunch as she gazed at the little screen of the diagnostic gun in her hand. 
 
    Decker took a step toward the stricken form of the Ik’at. Even as he did so, reaching tentatively out with his mind to see if the shadow presence of Egil was behind the orange-skinned man’s slack face, the subterranean elevator shook again. This shake jostled Decker, causing him to reach out and steady himself against the bare metal wall. 
 
    That didn’t feel like one of those fucking naked, spiny panther fuckers throwing themselves at us, he thought. 
 
    A moment later, he knew he was right. There was another lurching heave, which caused the elevator to sway on its titanium rail. 
 
    “Uh, Decker my old mate, it seems like the planet is spitting the dummy a bit again,” Craglin said, who was keeping an eye on the displays, “Those weren’t physical impacts. That was seismic activity of a sort.” 
 
    Decker cursed. Not knowing if he’d succeed, but knowing he had to try anyway, he reached out mentally to try and soothe the planet’s fretting. As he did this, he knelt down beside the unconscious form of Dorian Wellington. 
 
    It was only when he was next to the man that Decker realized that Wellington was uttering something to himself. Over and over again, he spoke words that Decker could not understand, despite knowing at least a dozen of the more common dialects and bastardized pigeon languages of the system. 
 
    “What’s he saying?” he shot at Rosa. 
 
    “No clue,” his medical officer replied. “He’s in whatever coma you pulled his ass out of last time, so far as I can figure it.” 
 
    Easy, Decker said, sending out waves of calm toward the planet, as the elevator was rattled and shaken again. Easy. We’re here to help. Not to harm. 
 
    A klaxon blared through the hypogean elevator as it hurtled toward the core of Pelunov. A brief flashing red light accompanied the noise. Decker’s already roiling guts twisted into a nice tight ball. 
 
    “Craglin,” he said, “care to tell me what the hell that was? I’m guessing it was good, right? Did we win a prize?” 
 
    Craglin tapped the screen in front of him a few times. The flashing red light died. 
 
    “Uh, depends what you mean by a prize,” the Renkiddion said. 
 
    “State of the art coilgun wouldn’t go amiss,” Decker grunted. 
 
    “Nah, mate,” Craglin said, swiping his thumb through a series of menus and datasets. “Nah, this doesn’t look like that sort of prize. Looks more like the kind of prize where we hurtle off the end of this rail, smash into the not yet plasma-drilled surface of Pelunov’s core, and are all reduced to our component atoms when the small nuclear reactor powering this thing explodes.” 
 
    “How long?” Decker asked in a resigned voice. 
 
    “Oh, ages,” Craglin said. “Four minutes and nineteen seconds.” 
 
    “Great news,” Decker said drily. 
 
    “Hmm,” Apricis said, “that doesn’t strike me as particularly promising.” 
 
    “Any idea how to stop that shit happening?” Rosa asked. 
 
    “Yep,” Craglin said. 
 
    “Well, then…” Rosa said. “Why the hell aren’t you doing it?” 
 
    Craglin turned from the displays in front of him and made an apologetic face. 
 
    “Sorry, love, I didn’t clarify,” he said. “What I meant was, yeah, I know how to stop us being atomized: you punch in the code when prompted by the rig, and it’ll slow us sufficiently so that we stop at the optimal range to start drilling again. Only, I don’t know the code. Only he does.” 
 
    “He?” Rosa asked, dread shading the single syllable. 
 
    “The sappy bastard measuring his length on the floor next to you,” Craglin said. 
 
    Decker put his face so close to Wellington’s that their faceplates actually bumped together. 
 
    “Wellington, you useless sack of crap, wake the hell up!” he yelled, shaking the recumbent form. 
 
    This had no discernible effect. 
 
    “Anything?” Craglin asked. 
 
    Decker shook his head. “No, but it made me feel a little bit better.” 
 
    “Try pinching him on the—” Craglin started to say. 
 
    “Short-ass!” Rosa barked, and Craglin wisely buttoned his lip. 
 
    Decker was just about to have another go at shaking the man, when he saw Wellington’s lips move and he mumbled something. Decker only caught a single word in the garbled sentence. 
 
    “… Remus…” 
 
    Well, that’s another puzzle for later—if we manage to get out of this alive, Decker thought. Oh, goody. 
 
    Decker stared blankly down into the face of the unconscious man. 
 
    What the fuck do I do? What the fuck do I…  
 
    An LED lit in his mind—an idea. An idea that might just work, if what Saavi had told him about the mentalism power when he first took custody of the ability was anything to go by. 
 
    Decker had used his mentalism to make people feel things before—usually rage or confusion, as he primarily made use of it during combat situations. However, he was fairly sure that Saavi had told him that it could be used to manipulate other people as well. Not only that, but she had implied that he could subtly leaf through a person’s mind to get to know them better, to discern what made them tick, and find out information about them that might come in handy down the track: secrets. 
 
    And what are secrets if not stored memories? Decker thought. If I can use my mentalism to sift through Wellington’s memories? 
 
    He might be able to find the code. 
 
    Decker touched his gloved hand to Wellington’s helmeted head. Once again, as was happening so often of late to him, he had no idea if the physical contact would in any way boost his ability to help the other man, but he was willing to give it a try. 
 
    “Apricis, Hawkes,” Decker said, “make sure that none of those fucking things outside breach this tub. Got it?” 
 
    The two women nodded. 
 
    “That’s not going to be a problem, Decker,” Craglin called. “Those weird six-legged freaks won’t be able to breach this tin can just with their claws.” 
 
    “Finally, some good news,” Decker quipped. 
 
    “Not before we’re blown to shit,” Craglin said. 
 
    Rosa snorted and shook her head but, on looking up at her, Decker saw the fear shining wet and real in her lovely blue eyes. 
 
    “I’m going to enter this idiot’s mind again and try and pull him out,” Decker said, moving his gaze back to the twitching form of Wellington. “Craglin, keep your ears pricked for any numbers I might suddenly blurt out. I’ve never done this before, and I don’t know how it works.” 
 
    Sparing a sliver of his mind to try and placate the angry rumblings of Pelunov itself, Decker plunged mind first into Dorian Wellington’s memories. 
 
    How best to describe it to himself? Decker was not sure that he was articulate enough to even attempt it.  
 
    Decker, as well as his crew at the time, had, back in the day, been required to sort through a garbage dump on the spaceport city, Thenis Station. The reason for this had involved a severed limb on which an omni-com containing the passcode to a considerable amount of money had been strapped. Anyway, delving into Dorian Wellington’s mind reminded Decker of that. 
 
    It was not just the obvious metaphor that wading and searching through piles of trash and debris conjured. The CEO’s mind reminded him of the trash piles of Thenis Station because, like the spaceport city, Decker was aware of the background sound of churning machinery. There was a sense of intricate machines hard at work, although without any of the accompanying din and noise that had filled that Thenis Station dump. 
 
    Decker sifted through the man’s memories, fumbling at his thoughts with clumsy fingers. He knew what he was looking for, of course. Knew the specific thought he was trying to grasp, but it was like trying to catch a strand of limp spaghetti with boxing gloves. 
 
    He suspected that his task was made all the harder by the fact that he kept getting terrifying flashes of the blurred man, cloaked in flickering robes of black flame, standing on the far edge of Wellington’s consciousness. He was just as indistinct as he had been when Decker had last come in contact with him, although there was a certain indefinable sense of focus emanating from the man that Decker could not put his finger on. 
 
    Egil, he thought, was engrossed with something. Something other than the mind of Dorian Wellington. 
 
    Decker was glad of this. He knew how strong and single-willed the faceless Egil could be. Decker had come close to being defeated by Egil in the Cloud Sea. The man might’ve been a shade of his former self, but  he was capable of causing damage and havoc with the sole tool left to him: his mind.  
 
    Though Decker did not know much about this Egil character, he knew enough to respect his power. He didn’t much fancy locking horns with him again. Not when they had few minutes to spare before he, Craglin, Apricis, Rosa, and Wellington could start being referred to in the past tense by Lorelei and Saavi. 
 
    Decker delved deeper into the consciousness of the unconscious Wellington. He swam through the layered mind as he might have a sea of shadows. Arbitrary memories and postulations revolving mostly around figures, balance sheets, the careful seesawing of profits and losses, held stock, stock options, share prices, and all sorts of other shit that Decker did not give a fuck about, swirled up from the bottomless depths of the man’s undeniably formidable intellect. 
 
    Decker ignored them, batting the distracting thoughts away like fronds of invasive seaweed. He was aware of the pressing need to find what he sought, but down here, in this place that hovered somewhere between the world of waking and the Cloud Sea, time was a slippery concept. 
 
    Distantly, he thought he heard Craglin’s voice raised up, calling to him. It might’ve been joined by that of Rosa too. He thought he could just make out her words urging him to hurry. 
 
    He pushed on, trying to crystallize the piece of information he was searching for into a clear and precise set of instructions. 
 
    Come on, come, come on…  
 
    The voices were coming more insistently now, but equally as dimly. He could not make out the words. Only the cruciality with which they were spoken. 
 
    He had to hurry. He had to— 
 
    There, Decker thought. 
 
    He did not see the memory he was after, not in the traditional sense. Rather, it was like he himself was remembering something he had forgotten. It was almost like Wellington had finally given in and whispered the code he was seeking into his ear. 
 
    Now that he had tracked down the memory, Decker found it as easy as opening a datafile on his omni-com to see what it said. As he read it, he was aware that somewhere outside, his mouth was relaying the words. 
 
    Job done, he thought. Now to surface and get on with the rest of my day. 
 
    But, he didn’t. Something held him back. It was a tugging sensation that he did not recognize at first. After a moment though, he perceived what it was. 
 
    Curiosity. 
 
    And not just curiosity, but an almost overwhelming temptation too. It was the temptation to free-fall into this man’s open mind. To rifle through his secrets, to peer under every stone that made him who he was, and then use that information to…  
 
    To what? Decker’s mind suddenly crowbarred into the fantasy. He was teetering on the brink of total power over a man, but what would he do with it, really? 
 
    To blackmail or extort a shotload of money out of him? To hold him to ransom? To what end? That’s not you, James Decker. 
 
    And with that final ‘Decker’, the bounty hunter fell upward and out of Dorian Wellington’s head. 
 
    The sensation very much paralleled being pulled from the icy clutches of a swift flowing river. Decker gasped and fell back onto his ass and elbows. 
 
    “Did you… Did you get it?” he blurted.  
 
    Rosa’s smile said it all. 
 
    “Mate, despite all the screaming and yelling that you may or may not have heard while you were under… whatever it was you were under,” Craglin said, “yours truly has managed to stabilize this rig. The readout is telling me that we should be at the core in less than one minute. We’re already slowing.” 
 
    “A minute to spare?” Decker asked, leaning against the plain metal of the wall. “What the hell was everyone freaking out about? Any bounty hunter worth the name knows that you don’t start throwing up Hail Mary prayers to anything until the timer gets to below the twenty second mark.” 
 
    For the second time that day, Rosa held out a hand and helped Decker to his feet. 
 
    “Prayers? Don’t try and convince me that you’re the praying kind, cap. I’ve never even seen you throw up a prayer to the universe when you’re playing cards.” 
 
    “I pray all the time, Hawkes,” Decker replied, getting up and straightening his shock suit. 
 
    “Bullshit,” Rosa replied, brushing him down with a few swipes of the back of her hand. “Who the fuck would a cynic like you pray to?” 
 
    Decker took a deep breath and gave her a half-cocked smile. 
 
    “Anyone who’s listening, Hawkes,” he said. “Surely, I’ve taught you that one before; cover all your bases. Even if those bases might not exist.” 
 
    “We’re not dead,” a surprised voice said from next to them. 
 
    Rosa and Decker looked down. Dorian Wellington was back amongst the living. 
 
    “Not dead?” Craglin said. “I knew you were a smart one, Wellington. I just knew you were a smart one.” 
 
    “I was sure I was going to wake up dead,” the Ik’at said, apparently not hearing the Renkiddion’s sarcastic response. 
 
    Decker refrained from pointing out the obvious hole in that observation. 
 
    With a jolt, the mining elevator slowed to a comparative crawl. A series of clattering clangs followed as however many of the six-legged panther-like creatures had managed to cling on to the speeding hypogean elevator moved into better attack positions. 
 
    “Let’s not count our chickens before they’re hatched, boys and girls,” Decker said, as the rig slowed even more and a chiming alarm began to toll. “Our curly-headed fuck of a friend here might not be as clever as Craglin thinks.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Before they could reach the core of the planet, Pelunov, they had first to drill through the last one hundred and fifty meters of rock that separated them from the core itself. This took far less time than Wellington had previously estimated, as the rock the plasma-drill cut through was barely classified as stone. 
 
    “Whatever this mineral layer in front of us is,” Wellington said as he flicked some switches, stabbed some buttons, and aligned the plasma-drill, “It’s soft. Far softer even than talc, and that’s the softest mineral in this system—that we know of. We’ll be through it in two shakes of a—” 
 
    A banging, scraping sound echoed down the length of the elevator and cut the Ik’at’s words short. 
 
    “Let’s just get through it, shall we?” Apricis said. “The signal from my sister most definitely comes from beyond this obstruction, although I cannot tell you what role the planet itself is playing in all of this.” 
 
    “No doubt, it won’t make a lick of sense to any of us and there will be some hideous fucking thing just waiting to crawl out of some hole somewhere and try to brutally murder us,” Rosa said in a deadpan voice. 
 
    “Here’s hoping!” Craglin said. “I can’t remember the last time I had so much good, old-fashioned fun. That’s the thing about living on Renkides, of course. We’re so much smarter, so much further ahead of the game than all of the species that we know about—most of which you know about too—that I sometimes find myself pining for a traditional chase and fight to the death, you know?” 
 
    Wellington was gazing at the Renkiddion with such abject distaste that it had almost gone full circle into wonderment. 
 
    Without so much as shaking his head, the Ik’at turned back to his instrument panel and slowly moved his finger up one of the displays. As he did so, there was a dull whirring from below, from where the nose of the drill was. 
 
    “Here we go,” he said. “Drilling at fifty thousand degrees Fahrenheit, this should take us next to no time at all. We’ve only got four hundred and ninety-three feet to cut.” 
 
    “Let’s just hope the planet doesn’t decide to flex its muscles and crush us,” Apricis said. 
 
    No one looked like they wanted to consider how that would turn out. 
 
    Wellington was right. It took no time at all for them to get through the shell of pulpous rock that surrounded the core of the planet. 
 
    Running on autopilot, the hypogean mining rig drilled five feet per second, meaning that they reached the core roughly one and a half minutes later. 
 
    The scraping and clanging, banging and thumping of the alien panther creatures that had accompanied them carried on as a background ambiance. At one point, there was the worrying screeching noise of metal being prised apart, or so it sounded like to Decker. He raised his coilgun toward the ceiling of the rig, but no claws, snouts, or jaws came through any rents or tears. 
 
    “Okay, we’re here,” Wellington announced when they came to a halt. “Ideally, if it was being used industrially I mean, now that it’s powered up, this rig would run constantly until being shut down properly back at the upper terminal.” 
 
    “But, we’re not at the upper terminal, and because it’s nuclear powered, we don’t want it sitting still and stewing for too long, is that right, mate?” Craglin asked. 
 
    Wellington nodded. 
 
    “So as soon as those doors open, we have to haul ass, find the symbiote, and then load up as quickly as we can?” Decker said. 
 
    Wellington nodded again. 
 
    Decker hefted his coilgun. It was freshly reloaded and felt good in his hands. 
 
    “Open the door, then,” he said. “And let’s get this party started.” 
 
    When the door hissed open, four readied fighters and one fairly terrified mining executive braced themselves for an instant attack. Decker was at the front, finger resting lightly on the trigger. 
 
    Instead of a rabid horde of six-legged beasts though, all that they were faced with was the uneven face of what looked very much like a mining tunnel. 
 
    “Uh, this tunnel looks a lot wider than this rig should have cut,” Rosa observed. 
 
    “Yes,” Wellington said from the rear of the party. “Yes, it does.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make much sense to me,” Decker said, “but then again I’m just a bounty hunter.” 
 
    “Don’t sell yourself short, cap,” Rosa said. “You’re also a pretty good card player.” 
 
    “Cheers,” Decker grunted. 
 
    He strained his ears. Heard the faintest tap of a claw on the roof above them. 
 
    Not stupid, he thought to himself. Patient. 
 
    Decker gave the rig a quick scan, spotted the green cross on the yellow background, and ripped out the first aid kit. 
 
    “I can sort that slice on your face out with a bit of synth-skin, cap,” Rosa said. “Once we get back to the ship.” 
 
    “It’s not for me,” Decker said, pulling the small canvas bag from the bulkhead storage locker. “It’s for them.” 
 
    He tossed the bright green bag through the open doorway and into the tunnel beyond. 
 
    At once, eight of the panther-sized creatures leapt from the roof of the idling elevator and onto the hapless piece of luggage. 
 
    Apricis opened up with her spacer carbine, and Decker and Rosa followed suit with coilguns. Bullets tore into the alien monsters. They spun, snarling in pain and rage, as they were scythed down by a lullaby of high-velocity metal. 
 
    Craglin let out an exhalation of satisfaction and went to step out. Decker slapped one big gloved hand onto the top of the Renkiddion’s helmet and stopped him in his tracks. 
 
    “What’s the big idea, Decker?” Craglin asked. 
 
    While Apricis swapped out her spent tubular magazine for a spare one, Decker gently moved past Craglin. 
 
    “There’s one more,” he said. 
 
    “One more?” Craglin asked, looking past Decker at the mound of carcasses outside the rig door. “Where?” 
 
    “Trust me,” Decker said. “There is always one more.” 
 
    He stepped out of the door, his laz-blade drawn. The translucent energy blade crackled softly with orange light around the edges. 
 
    Decker looked up. His gaze was locked on the roofline of the mining rig. There was some superficial damage to the elevator, but nothing that such a rugged piece of kit hadn’t been able to handle. His stance was wide and balanced, his arms outstretched in the manner of someone awaiting a hug from someone else. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    Craglin laughed his hacking, choking laugh, the sound etching itself in phlegm-coated chunks in Decker’s ears. “I guess there isn’t always one m—”    
 
    A spiny ball of fury crashed into Decker from the side, driving him clean off his feet and sending him tumbling across the rocky floor of the passageway. Jaws snapped. Saliva flecked his faceplate. Claws skittered across his shock suit, causing thickening fluid to stiffen some plates. 
 
    Decker drove his laz-blade into the rib cage of the final furious alien monster. Once, twice. He felt the energy weapon sink into the creature’s flesh without resistance. The third time he drove it home, he also ripped it upward.  
 
    Purple blood gushed out and over his chest from the mortal wound. The thick quills along the creature’s knobbly spine all stood outward suddenly, as it gave a piteous moan. Then its bony head slumped forward in a final headbutt to Decker’s faceplate, and he smacked the back of his helmet jarringly on the floor of the passageway. 
 
    “See,” Decker panted, rolling the dead beast off him, “I told you. There’s always fucking one.” 
 
    The rest of the group filed out of the mining rig and gathered around as Decker did his best to clean the blood. When Wellington went to step down, Decker shook his head.  
 
    “You stay here,” he told the lanky Ik’at. 
 
    “Um, cap, without trying to sound like too much of a cynical bitch, aren’t you worried that this snake might not just tuck his tail between his legs and leave us here?” Rosa said. 
 
    Decker shook his head. “No, I don’t think so. I think our pal Dorian here has far too good an instinct of self-preservation to do that. If he left us here, there’s nowhere for him to go. There’d be no way he could con his way onto the Farrago. The moment we found out he’d left us, I’d just use my mentalism to send a message to Lorelei or Saavi. So all he’d achieve by leaving us down here is to ensure that he was left on this rock. Alone. With no ship to take refuge in when the night fell, and the myriad inhabitants—of which I’m sure these panther things are just the starter—would prowl up out of their holes.” 
 
    Wellington had been listening to Decker’s calm and casual little monologue with his mouth slightly ajar. When the big man finished, the Ik’at closed his mouth, swallowed with difficulty, and said, “A compelling argument.” 
 
    “I thought so,” Apricis said. 
 
    “Yes, compelling in its undeniable logic,” Wellington gabbled. “And it would be enough to assure me staying here, ordinarily, indeed. But, um, more importantly, we also had a deal, Captain Decker. And I will not be the one to renege on it.” 
 
    Craglin jerked a thumb at the mining executive. “I always knew he was a standup guy, Decker.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Rosa said. “He’s a real stand-up guy in the old, traditional sense, isn’t he? The fucking personification of steadfast refusal to abandon a position once it’s been taken.” 
 
    “It is a quality I sometimes lack myself, love,” Craglin said. “So I greatly admire it when I see it in others. Especially when they aren’t using it to beat me to the ground in some way, or fuck me over.”  
 
    “Yes,” Apricis said, lending her symbiote opinion to the matter and driving in the point a little deeper. “You know, I just can’t understand where this human supposition that the entire trans-galactic directorial class does nothing a fairly powerful computer or basic AI system could not do. That they are really just a parasitical subset that adds nothing, by any economical accounting, to the grand network of cross-system trade that humanity has established and very nearly perfected.” 
 
    Wellington raised a finger as if he would like to interject something, but Apricis plowed onward, holding the Ik’at’s gaze the whole time without so much as blinking. 
 
    “I mean, I only have an outsider’s view of everything that an executive supposedly does,” the symbiote continued with Rosa-esque mercilessness, “such as leading advertising campaigns, ensuring optimal but fair share pricing, as well as overseeing the whole apparatus for making money solely through the manipulation of money—something I, as an ignorant outlander, view as not only wasteful but corrupting.” 
 
    “Why—?” Wellington managed to say. 
 
    “Well, surely all meaningful money values get distorted during such manipulations?” Apricis said. 
 
    Decker had not really followed what the symbiote had been saying. He was not one to keep abreast of economic trends and intergalactic market fluctuations. He knew though, that the big fish did fuck over the little fish every chance they got. He also knew that economics could essentially be pared down to those that did the paying and those that got paid. 
 
    Somehow, Decker got the feeling that Apricis had just given Dorian Wellington a whole lot more to think about than just whether or not ditching them all was such a good idea. 
 
    “Um, quite,” Dorian Wellington said. “Which is why I shall be waiting here, manning our conveyance home.” 
 
    “Great!” Rosa said, slapping Wellington chummily on the arm and making him flinch just a little. “Keep the doors closed and make sure you let us know over comms if it looks like this thing is getting a little warm.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Decker said. “We’ll be as quick as we can. Apricis, this tunnel only seems to go one way. Tell me it’s the way.” 
 
    Apricis closed her eyes for just a moment. When she opened them, they sparkled like freshly polished emeralds. 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “The signal is coming from that way.” 
 
    The group of four delved into the unexplained mining shaft. Decker and Arpicis led the way, while Rosa and Craglin brought up the rear. They stepped as silently as they could, the only occasional sounds coming from boots crunching on loose rock or the gentle chink and clink of their weapons hitting their armor. 
 
    The tunnel was rough-sided, different from the plasma-drilled one. Rather, it looked like to have been bored out in the more traditional manner, long grooved swirls delving around in a gentle curve so that Decker could only ever see about five meters ahead.  
 
    Each of the quartet were on high alert. Around them, the very earth seemed to shift and moan.  
 
    It was almost as if Pelunov had an upset stomach. Decker fervently hoped they were well clear of the place by the time it shit itself, if that’s what it was going to do. 
 
    It was with a much appreciated lack of fuss that they came across the pod. 
 
    They finally reached the end of the seemingly endless curving corner and there it was. Just sitting there. Waiting for them. 
 
    As soon as she saw it, Apricis dashed forward. Decker followed slightly more cautiously. The symbiote pod, for it surely had to be a symbiote pod, looked very much like the one that Decker and Rosa had pulled Saavi from. This pod though, was made of intertwined vines. 
 
    As Apricis ran her hands over the surface of the alien craft, Decker reached out to the symbiote within the pod with his mentalism. To his relief and delight, the woman inside the capsule responded to him. 
 
    We’re friends, Decker told the woman within. 
 
    “Friends?” The response that echoed through his mind was sleepy and very cautious. 
 
    “We mean you no harm. I am here with one of your kin,” Decker mentally assured her. “It’s okay. Please, you have to trust us. Time is a commodity that we don’t have a lot of right now.” 
 
    He was unsure whether it was the genuine desperation in his entreaty, or the touch of Apricis on the hull of the organic-looking pod, but the vines suddenly unraveled. Rosa and Craglin stepped back with soft exclamations of surprise. Decker’s finger twitched toward the trigger of his coilgun. Only Apricis did not act surprised. 
 
    Decker had expected that the vines had been concealing a metal skin of a space-going craft. He was therefore astonished when the vines parted and wriggled away and revealed the symbiote woman nestling within the vegetative cocoon. 
 
    The figure was curled into a perfect fetal position. She wore the same carbon gray gear as the rest of the symbiotes, although the design of her attire was slightly less form fitting. Her pants were almost baggy, and she had them tucked into her boots. Decker, being a hot-blooded and simple male creature, could not help but note that her top was tight in all the places that were proven to matter to such men as him, but her sleeves were belled. 
 
    Good place to hide some knives, his ever suspicious brain reminded him. 
 
    As Decker was forming his opinions and views on the woman, and he and the rest of the foursome were watching her in silence, she woke up. 
 
    Her eyes were as dark as the shadows under forest trees in the twilight. They had an almost teardrop curve to them and were slightly hooded, giving the woman a wary look. Once open, alertness came to them with a speed that belied the fact that she had been asleep. They flicked straight to Decker and pinned him where he stood.  
 
    A feeling came over Decker then. He’d felt the same sensation on other worlds and at other times when confronting a wild creature or animal unexpectedly. It was that moment, where the reflexes of fight and flight were perfectly balanced in the scales. 
 
    He held his breath, knowing that what happened next was not up to him. 
 
    “You!” she said. Her voice was husky from lack of use, and imbued with the chariness that filled her eyes. Clearly, she was circumspect of Decker. 
 
    He didn’t much blame her. He was covered in purple blood, carrying a large gun, and had a face that most people who weren’t looking for trouble steered clear of. 
 
    “You!” she said again, and still Decker didn’t move. 
 
    The woman’s eyes skittered away from him and came to rest on the person standing next to him. Apricis. 
 
    As soon as the new symbiote’s gaze found Apricis, her whole demeanor changed. She visibly relaxed. The tenseness in her shoulders and legs dissipated. She let out a long shuddering breath. 
 
    “Is that really… You are one of my sisters, surely?” she said. 
 
    Although she looked just as young and nubile as the other symbiotes, there was something in the soft accent and cadence of her voice that spoke to Decker of a maturity that surpassed that of  all of the others. Save, perhaps, Lorelei.  
 
    “Yes, sister,” Apricis said, smiling and kneeling to bring herself eye to eye with her kin. “I am one of the seven. My name is Apricis.” 
 
    “Apricis,” the other symbiote said. She smiled as she spoke the word, as if she could taste a piece of her home as it passed her lips. “My name is Hera.” 
 
    “These,” and she gestured at Decker, Rosa, and Craglin, “are my friends. We are here to save you, Hera.” 
 
    “To help you,” Decker said gruffly. 
 
    Hera relaxed, tipping her head back for a moment and sighing. 
 
    “I am so happy,” she breathed to herself, cracking an eye in Decker’s direction, “to realize that you are not him.” 
 
    Decker shifted his feet. “Who do you mean when you say him?” 
 
    Hera gave Decker a calculating look. 
 
    “It is okay, Hera,” Apricis said. “You can trust Decker. It is he and these three others who saved me from a fate worse than death.” 
 
    Hera nodded. She was pragmatic, like all symbiotes. Now she was sure that Apricis was one of the seven surviving members of her race, her word seemed more than good enough for her. 
 
    “I thought, just for a moment, that you, Decker, were a man. A specific man. A man—the one who walks through the Cloud Sea, and that my sisters and I know as Egil—who’s been attacking my mind and corrupting my abilities.” 
 
    Decker sighed. 
 
    “Not that fuckhead again,” Craglin grumbled over the comms. “I swear, that bastard sounds like he attracts trouble like a bar of soap attracts stray pubes! We need to—” 
 
    Decker held up a hand to stop the Renkiddion’s tirade before it gained too much momentum. 
 
    “Without being rude, Hera,” the tall bounty hunter said, “what are your abilities exactly? They wouldn’t have anything to do with the absolute clusterf… uh, the absolute mess that this planet is in, would it?” 
 
    Hera frowned. “My abilities, I suppose you would say, have to do with the nurture of all things natural. I delight in things that grow.” 
 
    “Well, things are growing here all right,” Rosa muttered. “Only, maybe not in quite the manner most folks would describe as natural.” 
 
    Hera’s face grew troubled. She, like her sisters, appeared to be able to hear the human members of the party quite well even though they spoke behind their mostly soundproofed helmets. She also had no trouble breathing whatever atmosphere they were all walking around in. 
 
    “That would be Egil’s fault—his influence,” she said. 
 
    “His influence?” Apricis asked. 
 
    “Yes, he has, as I said, been attacking my mind. Assaulting me in my dreams as I lay here in stasis,” Hera said. 
 
    “And in doing so, he has, not to put too fine a point on it, somehow been fucking with your powers so that they misfire?” Rosa asked. 
 
    “I am not too sure what happened, or how Egil manipulated me so,” Hera said. “It would seem though, from what I feel, and what I have dreamt and now suspect that I have done, that he used or made me use my powers in a way that is the polar opposite to how I would use them normally.” 
 
    Apricis nodded knowingly. Her clenched fist smote the side of the vine-made pod. 
 
    “Curse Egil,” she said. “When you were pulled into this sun’s orbit, and with your powers being used only half consciously and under the steering of Egil, a cancerous planet formed around you very, very quickly.” 
 
    Downcast, Hera nodded her agreement. “And where I would normally encourage a lush, beautiful environment, I have created this hostile, deformed habitat that attacks life instead of trying to foster it. My genesense was not made for this.” 
 
    Hera looked legitimately upset about having cooked up a weird primordial soup of a planet, even if it had been unintentional. 
 
    As he watched her face, the fourth symbiote bowed her head and said in a small voice to the gathered group, “I’m sorry. I’m sorry that my confusion has seemingly pulled you into danger.” 
 
    Rosa waved a hand at the woman. 
 
    “Honestly, honey, you needn’t worry,” she said, with that flippant charisma that had put even the most homicidal of bounties, if not entirely at their ease, then certainly off their guard. “Things were getting a little boring onboard the ship. We must have gone, what, three weeks without anyone or anything even trying to kill us.” 
 
    Hera blinked. “Three weeks does not sound that long a time to not experience mortal peril,” she observed. 
 
    “She was joking, sister,” Apricis explained. “It is the way humans deal with stressful situations. It is something you will come to recognize.” 
 
    “Pretty bloody quickly too, if you’re planning on hanging around us for any length of time,” Craglin said.  
 
    “You don’t need to apologize to us, Hera,” Decker said. “We’ve all done a lot of shit that we’re not proud of. Besides, I don’t think anyone here is going to claim that anything you did while under Egil’s influence is your fault.” 
 
    “Decker is right, Hera. The fault lies with Egil and Egil alone,” Apricis said. 
 
    Hera looked somewhat mollified. 
 
    “Decker is going to help us stop him for good, Hera,” Apricis said. 
 
    Hera’s head jerked up at this. A look came over her that told Decker that she very much liked this idea, although this expression was tempered with more than a touch of skepticism. 
 
    “I am,” Decker said. “At least, I gave Lorelei my word that I would. She and I entered into a contract of sorts. It’s business—at least, it started off as business. The longer I spend in the company of you symbiotes, the more this whole expedition feels personal.” 
 
    “You made a deal with another one of the seven?” Hera asked. 
 
    Decker nodded once. “I’m a man of my word. I don’t know if that means much to you.” He paused. “To be honest, I don’t know if it means much to me either. In my experience, to assess the quality of a person usually requires you to tune out all the bullshit that comes out of their mouths, and watch their actions instead.” 
 
    Hera smiled at that. 
 
    “The other three symbiotes that we have onboard the Farrago, I hope, can attest to the actions of myself and my crew,” Decker continued in his gruff no-nonsense manner. “If their word is not enough to make you trust me then, I have to say, I’m not sure that I have anything else to offer you that will.” 
 
    Hera looked from Decker to Apricis, then at Rosa who was watching Decker with an enigmatic smile on her face. 
 
    “You are an honest man, Decker,” she said. 
 
    “If you’re looking to find the right set of eyes to see through yours, or anyone else’s, bullshit, then the cap is your man,” Rosa said. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m not really one of those people that will tell you little white lies because I want to spare your feelings and not ruin the evening,” Decker growled. 
 
    “A blurted out answer is usually a genuine one,” Hera said. 
 
    “I guess so,” Decker conceded. “I can think of a few occasions where it might have been helpful to point that out.” 
 
    “Yeah, usually right before the first bottle was thrown,” Rosa said.  
 
    Hera flowed easily to her feet. She had looked small curled up in her pod. Now that she stood, Decker saw that she had some height to her and she moved with an almost boneless grace, like a tree swaying with the breeze. 
 
    “Here,” she said. 
 
    She held out her hand, offering Decker a thumb-sized slip of carbon engraved with curling runes and flowing shapes. 
 
    “It is a piece of symbiote technology,” she said. “The segment of our peoples’ knowledge that was vouchsafed to me.” 
 
    “Knowledge of what?” Decker asked. 
 
    “About all the things that grow,” Hera said, with another beatific smile. “And about cultivating growth in things that you might think incapable of flourishing.” 
 
    Decker tucked the slip of carbon into the inside of his jacket. 
 
    He was about to say that he guessed that was about as good a sign that Hera trusted them as they could hope for, when Dorian Wellington’s voice came over the comm’s channel. 
 
    “Uh, hello?” he said. 
 
    Decker sighed inwardly. “What is it, Wellington?” 
 
    “I hate to disturb, but the rig is getting a little unsettled,” the Ik’at said. 
 
    “How unsettled?” Rosa asked. 
 
    “I would get back here with all possible alacrity,” Wellington replied. 
 
    “That’s okay,” Decker said, looking at Hera and giving her one of his trademark half-baked smiles. “We have what we came for.” 
 
    Hera tucked her hands into her belled sleeves and nodded seriously. 
 
    “We’re on our way,” Decker said. “Time to get back to the Farrago.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After rescuing Hera from her subterranean prison, Pelunov simmered right down. The geological or seismic troubles ceased. Even when the crew emerged onto the lip of the ravine, and powered the elevator down, the six-legged panthers did not attack them. 
 
    A mostly imperceptible feeling hung in the air, a sense that they were walking in neutral territory now. The various aggressive species of plant life might still take a potshot at them if they were foolish enough to stop for a picnic, but the feeling of immediate malevolence had abated. 
 
    “You can walk without helmets now, I think,” Hera told them as they marched back to the waiting ship. They did so, breathing an air that was a little thick for comfort, but free from any bronchial tube-dissolving toxins. 
 
    When they reached the Farrago, which sat like a chisel of the gods against the blighted landscape, it was to find piles of destroyed vines and dead animal carcasses smoldering around it. 
 
    “You’ve been busy,” Decker said, once they were all safely aboard, had divested themselves of shock suits and weapons, and had gathered together on the main control deck.  
 
    Lorelei grinned wryly at the bounty hunter. Despite seeing her every day, Decker still couldn’t help but be awed every time he laid eyes on the blonde, elfin symbiote. 
 
    While Hera was introduced to Saavi and given a little tour of the ship, Lorelei and Decker leaned against a bulkhead and talked briefly. 
 
    “Yes,” she said, “you could say that we have been keeping ourselves occupied. Saavi and I have been using the ship’s weapon arrays to stop the planet from attacking us.” 
 
    “Although the creatures of this place were persistent and relentless in their assault,” Saavi said, “it was the plants that Lorelei and I were most concerned about.” 
 
    Lorelei nodded. “Yes, we were worried that if some of them snuck through the exhaust manifolds or through the landing gear, then they might get into the ship and break it apart from the inside out.” 
 
    “But she’s all good?” Craglin asked. 
 
    “The ship is fine, master Renkiddin,” Saavi said, her lips twitching up at the corners. “Your concern for it does you credit.” 
 
    “There’s a determinism about the fate of people, just like there is with nations, love,” Craglin said. 
 
    He struggled up onto the nearest bracer seat and brought up a selection of analytic displays. Regardless of the fact that Lorelei was quite literally part of the ship, the small engineer and world-class tinkerer was not about to just take her word on the state of the ship. 
 
    “We all seem to get what we deserve in the long run, you know?” Craglin continued. “But machines… No matter how beautifully crafted and clever they are, their fates aren’t their own. Least we can do for this exquisite beauty is see that we look after her. Even if we’re not so good at looking after ourselves.” 
 
    Decker left him to his checking and pulled out the sliver of beautifully engraved carbon Hera had given him. He held it out to Lorelei, and the blonde symbiote took it reverently. 
 
    “That’s—” Decker began to say. 
 
    “It is the technology entrusted into Hera’s care,” Lorelei said. “Yes, I know. I can feel it.” She weighed it in her hand, then folded her fingers around it and closed her eyes. “I can see it,” she whispered. 
 
    With her eyes still closed, Lorelei walked over to the work surface in which the data they had collected was stored, and pressed her hand to it. 
 
    While she added Hera’s data store to the ship’s central computer system, Decker let his eyes rove around the interior of the Farrago. With every passing mission or excursion, the ship became a little more like a home when he returned to it. More and more, it was becoming like the Fortune. 
 
    Idly, he let his mind wander. He pondered on what his old crew were busying themselves with now. He wondered what the likes of Viola, Witi, Croaker, Celeste, and Girrath were up to.  
 
    Were all of them even still alive? Bounty hunting was a dangerous game after all. There would be no shock in hearing that one—or all—of them had met their ends. 
 
    He hoped they hadn’t. They were a good bunch. Life, though, was far from predictable.  
 
    What Decker wanted for himself, and for others, had often clashed with what life had up its sleeve. Life, in his experience, played out somewhere in that gray area between a person’s aspirations and their just desserts. 
 
    “Done,” Lorelei said, coming to stand back beside him. 
 
    Decker stirred from his ruminations. “What will the growth data, the knowledge that Hera held, do?” 
 
    Hera, who had padded over, perhaps to talk with Lorelei, whom she had only nodded a greeting to on her arrival, answered that one. 
 
    “That raw knowledge was what enabled our race to build the sprawling cityscapes and living machines that made Milenides such a wonder,” she said softly. “Now that it has been added to this ship, it will allow the Farrago to grow and repair organically, as well as augment the weapons systems you have already installed.” 
 
    Craglin cricked his neck and turned his head sharply. Rubbing the kink he had just given himself, he said, “Hold on, mate, hold on! Organic repair I can just about swallow—this ship’s not got a single rivet or seam so far as I can tell and its hull is more like an epidermis than a metal. But growing? You’re pulling my tonker, aren’t you?” 
 
    “I don’t know what a tonker—” Hera said. 
 
    An abrupt drumming rattling sound stopped the talk dead. As one, everyone on the control deck turned. 
 
    The noise came from the sitting form of Dorian Wellington. More specifically, it was coming from his boot heels as they danced and twitched against the decking. 
 
    “Son of a bitch, he’s having another seizure!” Rosa said. 
 
    Fuck, Decker thought. 
 
    He was coming to dread these paroxysms almost as much Wellington probably did. It would only be a matter of time before he was forced to talk to Egil face to face once more. It was not a good thought.  
 
    Decker’s deepest and darkest fear, like so many other people’s, was that he was inadequate. With Egil though, it was less a fear and more of a certainty. 
 
    Thankfully, the episode was over almost as quickly as it started. Wellington relaxed in the bracer seat he had been occupying. Muscles that had been as taut as steel cables loosened. His eyes rolled down from where they had been trying to look into the back of his head.  
 
    “Oh…” he said weakly. “Oh… Oh no…” 
 
    “If he’s saying ‘oh no’ about shitting himself, then I’d like it known I ain’t cleaning the bastard up,” Craglin said. 
 
    Rosa rushed over to check Wellington’s vitals. 
 
    “Physically, his body is a little weak, but with the stuff that I have down in the med bay, he’ll be fine,” she said, in answer to Decker’s enquiring look. 
 
    Wellington was blinking and looking around like a startled deer. He moved his head when Decker stepped toward him and then clamped a hand to the side of his silver-haired dome. 
 
    “Ah,” he said, “what a headache!” 
 
    “Apart from the head, how do you feel?” Decker asked. 
 
    Wellington grimaced and screwed his eyes shut, running his hand over his face. 
 
    “I feel sick,” he said in a tremulous voice. “Wh-what happened? Another fit?” 
 
    Decker nodded. “Only a short one, though. Seconds.” 
 
    Rosa knelt down by the Ik’at’s chair. 
 
    “What did you see?” she asked. 
 
    Wellington scrubbed his hand over his face a few times. Then he said, “Th-th-the vision, it was more real this time. And th-there was another difference.” 
 
    He swallowed and took a deep draught of the water that Saavi had just handed him. 
 
    “Normally,” he continued, “I just see the dark man—this Egil bastard—reaching for me, you know. This time though, this time I saw through Egil’s eyes, instead of mine.” 
 
    “How can you be sure they were Egil’s?” Lorelei asked. 
 
    Wellington shuddered. “Trust me. I know.” 
 
    Decker leaned forward. “What did you see?” 
 
    Dorian shivered again and wrapped his arms around him. Decker thought he looked like he was trying to keep himself warm, or maybe keep his inner fears contained long enough to recount his tale. 
 
    “I saw… I saw a portal,” he said. “That’s the only thing that it could have been. The breaking of the stars where the edge of it intersected with them… The rushing silence…” 
 
    “The portal, was that all it was?” Lorelei asked, and there was a trace of urgency in her voice that Decker had only ever heard on a couple of previous occasions—none of them good ones. 
 
    “No. No, I could see through the portal,” Wellington said. He looked wildly around the company and shivered again. 
 
    “And?” Craglin said impatiently. 
 
    “And I could see a familiar star system, outlined as clearly as any star map,” Wellington said. “It was the Myrmidon System. I saw the Myrmidon System through Egil’s eyes.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Silence. 
 
    A silence only made deeper by the gentle, all-encompassing hum of the reactors as the Farrago shot through the immeasurable, trackless void. It was a working silence. A quiet that replaced the words that could all too easily, and were all too often, be twisted into any shape. 
 
    That’s the thing about words, Decker mused as he sat in one of the gimbal-mounted bracer seats and stared sightlessly at the holographic display of the Myrmidon System. Words can be made to lull the heart and seduce the mind and weave unrealistic dreams. At the end of the day, words are so much hot air and mean nothing. They’re just labels we give things in a vain attempt to wrap our pathetic little brains around the nature of the things that underlie the words. Ninety-nine point nine percent of the time, the totality of our reality is an entirely different beast to the words we use to describe it. 
 
    Tyk Allbeard had once told Decker that the shrewdest kind of man was the one who knew when to shut his trap. Who knew when to stop jawing and take note of the actions he had taken. To shut up long enough to be able to judge what his next ones should be. 
 
    Decker was in no rush to be the one to break the silence. He was savoring it. He was using it to do some slow and careful thinking. In his frantic, kinetic, dangerous branch of work he had learned a lot, and one of those lessons had been to think, to sit quietly and really think.  
 
    It was a luxury he did not often have. He had begun to realize that some silences had a quality and a dimension all their own, one that he could almost listen to and learn from.  
 
    “So… the other side of the Myrmidon System?” Craglin said. “Dracone. Are we setting a course back there, Captain Decker.” 
 
    Decker looked up sluggishly. He had a half eaten bowl of some kind of goulash or stew in front of him. It was steaming gently. Decker realized he had been following the random, formless spiraling shapes of the steam.  
 
    “What?” he said. 
 
    “Are we setting a course for Dracone?” Craglin repeated. “I was just in the astrogation room—not that we really need it with Lorelei at the helm. I reckon we could be back there in nine days if we need to. That’d be with us strapped in and hauling ass, mind. Breathing that sweet narcotic cocktail that Lorelei can have cycling through the environmental control and life support system.” 
 
    Decker considered this. He pursed his lips and stirred his spoon through his stew. He sensed the crewmates sitting in bracer seats or leaning against bulkheads listening for his word. 
 
    On the other side of atmos-doors, on the control deck, Decker spotted Lorelei and Rosa with their eyes on the displays but their ears cocked. 
 
    “Avoiding Dracone for the foreseeable future might have been a pretty good idea,” Decker said, loud enough for everyone to hear. “But, if Egil is making a move…”  
 
    The four symbiotes looked at one another gravely. 
 
    “Can’t get around the inconvenient fact that cruising around that ways is a bad idea because there’s just too much heat,” Decker continued. “The goddamn Galactic Watch Committee have officials writs out on us, which would have been passed on to every captain on every single one of their space-cruisers—from their shittiest torch-powered slow boats to those fucking brand-spanking new four hundred ton corsairs.” 
 
    “And it wouldn’t surprise me in the least if our descriptions haven’t been leaked to every pirate and cut-price venator too brutal or stupid to get into the Consortium,” Rosa said. “The Farrago will have been red-listed too, I imagine.” 
 
    “There are simple ways for me to scramble, change, or hide the identifying signatures of the ship,” Lorelei said. “We do not have to worry unduly about being pinged by the lidar of any who might wish to bring us in.” 
 
    “Still, there are more than enough people hunting us down after the jailbreak that saw us free Craglin,” Decker said. “The Port Protection Bureau won’t be quick to forgive that slap in the face.” 
 
    “The PPB has been disbanded,” Rosa said. “Absorbed into some upstart agency called Star Guard or some bullshit.” 
 
    “Well, there will be plenty of other firms lining up to put our heads on their mantelpieces,” Decker grunted. “That’s how these things work. That’s how prestige is gained in their game. I haven’t had any news from Zizara Yasine though, so that’s one good thing. It means we don’t have any official bounties out on us. Yet.” 
 
    Rosa flipped her purple hair out of her face and grunted in agreement. 
 
    “There is also the substantial interest that the surviving Thraxians will have in finding us,” Saavi said in her deep, thoughtful voice. 
 
    Decker ran his hand over his shaved head, as was his habit when he wanted to punch something. 
 
    “And,” Craglin said, around a crackling chuckle that made Decker’s hackles stand up, “our ability to lay low anywhere on Dracone is further hampered by the fact that our dear captain has become something of a folk hero after he blew up Thrax.” 
 
    Decker raised an eyebrow and grimaced. The tender skin on his cheek, where it had been lacerated on Pelunov, tugged uncomfortably. 
 
    “What’re you on about, Renkiddion?” he asked. 
 
    “It’s all over the bloody back-channels, mate,” Craglin said. 
 
    When Decker didn’t answer, the Renkiddion looked around. He brushed fingers through the bright ginger hair that clung around the sides of his large head. 
 
    “You know,” he said, “the back channels. The radio chatter that all the bloody loons broadcast on?” 
 
    “What are these loons saying?” Decker asked, managing to stifle the groan that welled up from deep within.  
 
    Craglin puffed out his cheeks so hard that his mustache actually fluttered. 
 
    “Cor, there’s quite a lot of shit being spoken and thrown around, mate,” he said. “Let’s just say that according to one geezer, who may or may not have been drunk or wired whilst he was recounting the tale, Decker the Daring Devil is a song that is doing the rounds in a few of Dracone’s less musically picky venues.” 
 
    Decker turned at the sound of someone stifling a snort of laughter. Rosa was steadfastly fixated on the control displays in front of her and fiddling with an air-conditioning nozzle. He turned back to Craglin, catching Wellington’s eye. The wan smile on the Ik’at’s face melted under the force of Decker’s scowl. 
 
    “As fucking embarrassing and unfortunate as it is that our little dalliance on Thrax has been turned into song,” Decker said in stony voice, “if there’s a portal opening near, or on, Dracone, we might not have a choice but to go there—and soon. This, of course, begs the question: Do any symbiotes here know how long we have? If we believe that what Wellington saw was a genuine vision and not just some sort of trick.” 
 
    “I’m not sure that it matters whether it was genuine or a trick,” Hera said. The symbiote of all things nature sat with her legs crossed, one ankle resting on her knee, her foot jiggling. 
 
    Decker nodded slowly. “It’s too much of a risk, you mean? A roll of the die as to whether he is coming for us or not.” 
 
    “Yes,” Hera said. “And if we guess wrong…” 
 
    “Going on the assumption that Egil has found some way to construct a portal,” Lorelei said, “I think any estimation we make will be a guess.” 
 
    “But, if you had to guess?” Wellington asked. “If your life depended on it?” 
 
    As his most probably does, Decker thought. 
 
    “Then, I would be inclined to guess that the portal must be fairly well advanced,” Lorelei said. 
 
    Saavi nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Since Wellington said he could see through it, see through it with our foe’s own eyes no less,” the raven-haired symbiote said, “then I would think that Egil was close to being able to step through it.” 
 
    “What can we do about it?” Rosa asked. “What the hell can we do to stop some guy, who you all thought was long dead, from constructing something we can’t understand?” 
 
    Saavi’s warm brown eyes softened as they found Rosa. “There is little we can do. Especially when the portal isn’t being opened on this side.” 
 
    “On this side?” Rosa asked. 
 
    “On the side of the mortal realm,” Apricis explained, perching on the arm of the captain’s seat that Rosa had been occupying and slipping a companionable arm around her. “Egil will be opening it from the side of the Cloud Sea, so the portal won’t be visible on this side until it’s too late.” 
 
    “Now there’s a comfort,” Craglin snorted. 
 
    “Then, surely, we’ll have to simply venture into the Cloud Sea if we’re going to close it?” Wellington piped up. 
 
    “That is, as the Ik’at says,” Lorelei said, nervous, “correct. However, the only potential place where we’ll be able to do that is where the boundary between the mortal realm and the Cloud Sea is at its thinnest.” 
 
    “It’s not going to be a good place, is it?” Decker said. 
 
    “There is only one such place that we know of,” Lorelei said, indicating her three fellow symbiotes. 
 
    “A black hole,” Saavi said. 
 
    “You’re getting good at guessing, cap,” Rosa said. 
 
    “Black holes, the fucking bottomless assholes of the universe,” Craglin muttered. 
 
    Decker scrubbed at his stubby head once more. He closed his eyes briefly. 
 
    They inhabited a universe in which atoms were made in the centers of stars, where life was sparked by sunlight and lightning in the air, by the flow of waters and vapors from youthful planets and blasted moons. Where each second a thousand suns died and a thousand more were born. Where the raw material for biological evolution was occasionally produced by the explosion of a star. Where a thing as beautiful and unique and fucking vast as a galaxy was formed twenty or fifty billion times. Where extraterrestrial civilizations from other universes potentially beamed their radio messages out, hoping to snare the attention of a ship as minuscule as the Farrago. Where everyone had the pooled knowledge of billions and billions of highly intelligent people…  
 
    And still, we know next to nothing about black holes. 
 
    “So,” he said, reverting to the basic human response of glossing over key details and massively oversimplifying that which could not be understood, “we could use a black hole as a door, right?” 
 
    Lorelei smiled, as if she could read his mind. Or see his resignedness in his abalone shell eyes. 
 
    “In a way,” she said softly. “That is the theory at any rate.” 
 
    “And, if we were able to do it, what would we do once we were inside this Cloud Sea?” Wellington asked. 
 
    “Once inside the Cloud Sea, we would, theoretically, be able to close the portal,” Apricis said. “But it would be a one-way ticket in.” 
 
    “It gets better!” Rosa said sardonically. 
 
    “Yes,” Lorelei admitted, “if we successfully made it into the Cloud Sea, we’d be stuck there.” 
 
    “That’s why the symbiotes banished Egil there in the first place,” Hera chimed in. “It’s almost impossible for a mortal to leave the Cloud Sea once inside it, and if they do break that barrier and return to the mortal realm, the price they pay is a grievous one.” 
 
    “Go on,” Decker said. 
 
    “Breaching the Cloud Sea, tearing a rent in the fabric between worlds, creates a… destabilization in the universe,” Hera said. 
 
    “So,” Decker said, “our options are either, we let Egil puncture the barrier and destabilize the universe… or we go into the Cloud Sea—” 
 
    “Via fucking black hole, don’t forget that bit, mate,” Craglin said. 
 
    “Right,” Decker said. “Or, we go into the Cloud Sea through a black hole, close the portal, and get trapped there for the rest of our lives. Those are our choices?” 
 
    “They’re not what I’d call great options,” Rosa observed. 
 
    “Well, no, actually,” Lorelei said. 
 
    A flutter of hope that he had misinterpreted things burgeoned in Decker’s chest. 
 
    “No. We would, in fact, be trapped there for all eternity, since mortals don’t age in the Cloud Sea,” Lorelei clarified. 
 
    The flutter was snuffed out like a sparrow flying into a rocket’s exhaust plume. 
 
    “Rock and a hard place, then,” Decker said. 
 
    “No change there, then,” Rosa said, scrolling through a display of reactor diagnostics. 
 
    “We’ll need to come up with another way of stopping the portal,” Decker said. “One that doesn’t end in the death of everyone here, or floating about in limbo for the rest of time.” 
 
    The eight of them lapsed into another bout of silence, this time of the broody variety. 
 
    Decker stirred first this time. He had no idea at all how to go about the black hole problem. That wasn’t just above his pay-grade, but so far above his position in humanity’s chain of acuity, capacity to reason, and perspicaciousness that he hadn’t even bothered to look at it yet. 
 
    However, he figured it might be time in the proceedings to bulk up on his knowledge of the person who was featuring more and more in their lives, to gain as much info about the thorn growing in their sides. 
 
    This whole part of Decker’s professional life had started off as a rescue mission. It had started because he had taken a contract from Zizara Yasine that had sounded too good to be true and, like all such things, had proved to be exactly that. Now, what had started off as a simple bounty hunt and had evolved into helping a decimated race of people bring their last seven members together, was fast turning into a face-off with one of the baddest motherfuckers that Decker had ever imagined. 
 
    Egil, if the other symbiotes were to be believed, was the kind of jolly psychopath who had once been a genius, but had driven so fast down life’s highway that he had lost control of his mind. He sounded like he was keen to risk the very existence of the universe in his effort to break free of the prison he had been sent to for… what? 
 
    That was the question. 
 
    “What did Egil do exactly?” Decker asked the symbiotes at large. “I mean, I know you told me about the hope-and-fear-intermingled stuff, but I think we have reached a tipping point here. A point where we recognize him as the enemy. The point where we all need to know as much about this maniac as we can so that we can boost our chances of defeating him.” 
 
    The symbiotes exchanged glances. Decker got the impression that an unspoken agreement was passing between them. 
 
    This, he realized, is the big secret. The secret that everyone, be they a person or a whole race, has. The one that defines who they are. 
 
    It was Hera, the newest member of the crew, who began the story 
 
    “Long ago,” she said, fixing Decker with her dark, slightly hooded eyes, “the symbiotes existed only in the Cloud Sea. Our people were the only lifeforms that sailed the realm.” 
 
    She looked around at the others. Lorelei gave her a small nod. 
 
    “But, as sentient life spread through the mortal realm, as humanity became more intelligent and the intergalactic races started to meet and mingle, the Cloud Sea became muddier and more unpredictable, threatening the lives of all symbiotes,” Hera continued. 
 
    Decker held up the spoon he had been playing with. 
 
    “You’re saying that this reality and the Cloud Sea influence one another?” he asked. 
 
    “Simply put, yes,” Apricis said. “They are two halves that mutually form the wholeness of the universe. The mixing of the two energies produced in the two realms makes life possible—on both sides. When life-force energy is appropriately balanced between this reality and the Cloud Sea, it flows smoothly, maintaining and promoting a good state of physical and emotional health to all things everywhere.” 
 
    Decker nodded and motioned for the symbiotes to continue. 
 
    “As pain and violence rocked the mortal realm, so too it twisted the Cloud Sea, polluting it,” Hera went on. “We, the symbiotes, our ancestors, decided to do something. Something that would strengthen and secure the bond between the two realms. That would calm things. In much the same way that mooring two ships together creates a more stable platform.” 
 
    “We were to bond with other species and guide them,” Lorelei said, taking over with a smoothness that Decker might’ve thought of as rehearsed if he had known less about symbiotes. “We would take on the responsibility of ensuring that they prospered. In so doing, war, disease, famine, pestilence, and every other common blight that folk the universe over must contend with would cease—and they did. And thus did the Cloud Sea calm.” 
 
    They had reached the but; the part where the happy little canoe of good intentions and logic overturned. Decker placed his spoon back into his bowl of congealing stew. 
 
    “But not all agreed on this course of action,” Saavi said. 
 
    “You can never please everyone,” Decker said. 
 
    Lorelei bobbed her head in agreement. “Contrariness is as much of a trammel as obedience can be. They both mean living in reaction to someone else’s thinking of whims instead of forging your own. That does not sit well with some people.” 
 
    “Yeah, but there are ways of expressing your objection to ideas without totally screwing everyone else over,” Rosa said. “How did this shadowy figure, this Egil, react to this plan?” 
 
    Lorelei took a moment to marshal her thoughts before articulating them. 
 
    “Egil was old,” she said eventually. “He was one of the ancestors. He was powerful and proud. He and his sect thought that symbiotes were above other species—and to bond with them was to betray our own species.” 
 
    “One of those guys,” Decker said. “Let me guess, his alternate plan was to kill everyone? Or enslave them, maybe? Put them into some kind of coma?” 
 
    Apricis laughed, but it was a bitter one, filled with contempt and anger. 
 
    “Instead of trying to make things better for both us and the other species, Egil and his followers proposed that we deal with them in another way: by culling them,” the redhead said. 
 
    “Nice,” Decker grunted. 
 
    “Egil proposed that the symbiotes travel en masse from the Cloud Sea and slaughter all the mortals, leaving their realm hollow and cold so that the Cloud Sea could thrive,” Hera said. “But, since the Cloud Sea only existed and remained stable because mortals had feelings and emotions, which fed it, killing them all would destroy the Cloud Sea itself.” 
 
    “It’s about balance,” Saavi said again. “It has always been about balance. The universe and the Cloud Sea are two pans of the same scale, hanging on either end of a beam made up of all living things. But Egil didn’t appreciate that. He could not be bought around to see reason. His pride, it was believed later, was too great. It’s a hard thing to come to accept that you are wrong. Some people would rather risk the ruination of everything than swallow that bitter pill with grace.” 
 
    “So, what happened?” Rosa asked eagerly, captivated by the symbiotes’ tale. “Obviously Egil got his ass kicked. How did he end up set adrift in the Cloud Sea?” 
 
    Lorelei’s face was a mask of sadness. 
 
    “None of us yet lived when this happened,” she said. “But all symbiotes know what happened, for it was the darkest time in our species’ existence. We went to war in the Cloud Sea.” 
 
    “And you won,” Dorian Wellington said. 
 
    “Eventually, the symbiotes on our side enlisted the help of mortals and turned the tide of the war, killing Egil—or so they thought,” Lorelei said in answer to Wellington’s comment. “When the symbiotes destroyed his mortal form—something that was no easy task, by all accounts—Egil was cast out into the vastness of the Cloud Sea without a corporeal form to steer himself with.” 
 
    “And yet he lived on,” Hera said, disbelief shading each word. 
 
    “How?” Decker asked. 
 
    Lorelei sighed. “He must’ve been able to fully invest his consciousness in the Cloud Sea, somehow. That’s why he can’t return to the mortal realm at will—there’s nothing for him to return to.” 
 
    “But still, somehow, the annoying little shit has found a way to start barging into peoples’ dreams, messing with peoples’ heads, and tearing open holes in the fabric of reality?” Decker asked. 
 
    “Some people just don’t know when to quit,” Craglin said sagely. He pulled a small flask from his flight suit, took a swig from it, and winced. 
 
    “Where the hell did you get booze from?” Decker asked. 
 
    Craglin smoothed his mustache, took another pull on the flask and said, “I’m a Renkiddion. You give me an engineering bay, a supply of water, and a few basic chemicals and proteins, and I can make practically anything.” He eyed Decker suspiciously. “You ain’t about to tell me this is a dry ship, are you, Captain Decker.” 
 
    “Hell no,” Decker growled, “but as the captain of this vessel, I demand you give me a taste of that rotgut asap.” 
 
    Craglin chuckled and tossed Decker the flask.  
 
    “If he breaks the barrier despite knowing what he knows, in spite of knowing that he is wrong, then reality itself will destabilize, right?” Rosa asked, while Decker took a gulp of the fiery homebrew. 
 
    “Yes,” Lorelei said. 
 
    “So, we’re screwed,” Rosa said succinctly.  
 
    “Not necessarily,” Saavi said. “There’s something in the vault on Milenides, the vault that Lorelei named as your price for helping us. This something will help us when it comes to taking on Egil.” 
 
    “What is it?” Wellington asked eagerly. Unsurprisingly, the mention of a vault had lit the avaricious fires in the gangly orange-skinned humanoid’s eyes. 
 
    “It is an ancient artifact that was said to be wielded by the first of our species,” Lorelei said. “None of us here know what it does exactly, but it’s said to be powerful.” 
 
    “How can none of you know what this item does?” Wellington asked, trying and failing to keep the eager quaver from his voice. 
 
    “None of us were there when this artifact was used, and then hidden deep under a city that is now no more,” Apricis said shortly. “We do not know its secret because we were never told. Because we never expected to need it ever again. Because, for security’s sake, no information concerning it, except for the fact that it existed, was ever recorded.” 
 
    Wellington, suitably rebuked, sat back in his chair and began tapping aimlessly on one of the polycarbonate work benches. Apricis’ eyes watched him closely for a few seconds. 
 
    “So, for now, we can’t stop what we hope isn’t, but very much could quite possibly be happening vis-à-vis Egil opening this fucking portal,” Craglin said. 
 
    “Correct,” Lorelei said. 
 
    “In that case, what the bloody hell are we going to do next?” the Renkiddion asked. 
 
    “We should carry on with the proactive approach,” Decker said. “Keep acting rather than reacting.” 
 
    “What does that mean, cap?” Rosa asked. 
 
    Decker looked at Hera. “Now that we have you free on this ship, away from that twisted hell-hole Egil made you create, is there any chance that you can sense where the next symbiote is?” 
 
    Hera smiled. Her shadowy eyes shone. 
 
    “Yes, Decker,” she said. “Yes, I can. Now that we’ve all had our history lesson concerning our adversary, perhaps I might accompany you on the flight deck and guide you as we fly?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Later, after Hera had directed Decker to the part of the system from where she felt the call of the fifth emanate, Decker excused himself and went to sweat things out in the Farrago’s gym. He wasn’t a big exerciser, but he enjoyed the way that physical exertion shut his worries off. 
 
    Exercise on space-cruisers was not as necessary as it had been. Historically, out in the void, one’s physiological functions deteriorated unless measures were taken to protect them. Now though, with the invention of artificial gravity and the advancement of drugs, most short-haul crews didn’t have to worry much about it. 
 
    As he did some box jumps and tried to ignore the burning in his thighs, Decker let his mind drift. He felt the amazement he always felt while in the gym, remembering the things that Rosa had told him about space travel way back in the day. It was incredible, really, to think that those long dead pioneers had kept pushing onward despite the challenges.  
 
    He wondered what it had been like, back when someone had finally declared that, because there was nothing new to be found under whatever sun this branch of humanity had started under, they would simply up sticks and go in search of a new sun.   
 
    The invention of artificial gravity generators had been a game-changer. It was hard for Decker to imagine doing anything out in the void without a ship that had one fitted. What Rosa had told him about space travel back in the mists of time often made him thankful for being born when he had. There was so much to think about as it was, being out in the cold, beautiful darkness where direction was really only a concept, without having to worry about the myriad problems that not having gravity presented. 
 
    Rosa had once explained, when the pair of them had worked out together on the Fortune and the artificial gravity had cut out, that due to the lack of net gravity or inertial force vector, space travelers would have experienced a shift of body fluids toward the head as par for the course. 
 
    “But they just got on with it, you know,” Rosa had said as she floated past Decker. “They just got on with it, regardless of the fact that that problem had been recognized for friggin’ decades, because they knew they needed to spread through the system.” 
 
    “What sort of problems did it used to cause?” Decker had asked. 
 
    Rosa’s pretty face wrinkled up in thought as she bumped up against the ceiling. 
 
    “It was only a couple of paragraphs in my textbook,” she’d said, “but I think there’d be sinus congestion, puffy faces, and spindly legs, among other more serious issues if they were sailing for long.” 
 
    “Like?” Decker had pressed. 
 
    Rosa had rolled her eyes. “Boys and gross stuff. It never changes, huh, cap?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “One of the things they found out eventually had to do with the changes in visual acuity after extended stays in zero grav. They learned this was due to the small but constant elevation of fluid pressure inside the head, which found its relief by moving fluid down the optic nerve toward the back of the eye.” 
 
    “Give it to me in layman’s speak, Hawkes,” Decker had told her. “Because that is what I am.” 
 
    Decker had remembered that Rosa had laughed at that. He couldn’t remember if he had taken notice of just how nice her laugh was at the time, or how nice she looked when she let it loose.  
 
    He noticed now. He noticed it a lot. He was pretty sure that the memory of her laugh was how he still retained the information that she had spouted at him at the time. 
 
    “This pushed on the back of the eye and distorted its shape, changing its optical properties, cap,” she had told him. “That was serious enough when dealing with high-performing individuals in an already demanding situation, but what was more worrying was that it turned out to be an early indicator of lasting neural damage that accrued over longer periods of time in space.” 
 
    Before Decker had been able to play the kid who continuously asked ‘why’, the finicky artificial grav unit had been fixed by Croaker and the pair of them had tumbled out of the air in a heap. 
 
    Decker grinned to himself. Most of the time exercising forced him to concentrate only on the now; breathing, putting one foot in front of the other, squeezing out one last repetition. Rarely, and conversely, his brain, when allowed to float about, while he was on a rowing machine or doing leg presses, would sometimes unexpectedly present him with a solution to a problem he’d been fretting over. 
 
    Decker would have taken any fix to the Egil Problem that his brain deemed fit to supply him with. If his thinking piece couldn’t come up with something though, he was just as satisfied to spend an hour not worrying about anything at all. 
 
    Airlock cycled open with a soft hiss. Decker, who was now in the middle of a set of thirty decline push-ups, with his feet resting on the box he had just been jumping onto, glanced up. 
 
    Hera stepped into the compact gymnasium. The airlock sealed behind her. 
 
    “Don’t mind me,” Decker said. “I’ve just… got to finish these… reps.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to disturb you,” Hera said. 
 
    Decker got to his feet and started doing tricep dips on the box. 
 
    “You’re not disturbing anything,” he grunted, flicking away a trickle of sweat from the side of his head. “What can I do for you, Hera?” 
 
    Hera’s dark eyes roved over his body, and it was in that moment that Decker registered that he was only wearing a small pair of exercising shorts. Not wanting to make his half-nudity awkward, Decker did what countless wise males had done before him and chose to completely ignore his state of undress.  
 
    He finished with his tricep dips, lay on the padded floor, and busied himself with thirty v-sits. Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed Hera’s gaze lingering. 
 
    “I’m here to tell you something,” the symbiote said. 
 
    Decker grunted. 
 
    “Well, more to admit to something, as I think it is important that we know everything about one another.” 
 
    Decker grunted again. 
 
    “I must admit to feeling partially responsible for much of this business that revolves around Egil,” she said. 
 
    Decker finished his last repetition and took a rest. When he brought his breathing under control, he managed to ask, “I don’t really get what you mean, Hera. How can you be responsible in any way? You weren’t there, were you? It was before your time. Before all of your times.” 
 
    He knew at once that this was not the case. Hera’s face told him everything. 
 
    “You were there?” he asked, sitting up. “But the others—” 
 
    “Jumped to a false conclusion and I have yet to correct them,” Hera said. 
 
    Decker rose to his feet, but he did not start on the next exercise. He held his word, sensing that silence would prompt the explanation. Hera had come to him after all. She wanted to let it out. 
 
    “It was a long, long time ago,” Hera said softly, coming to stand beside the box Decker had been using to exercise. “Symbiotes are not like you mortals. We are not like you in many ways. Aging being one of them.” 
 
    “I figured as much when Lorelei disappeared into the space-cruiser in a beam of blue light,” Decker said dryly. 
 
    “I was the only one of us that was there,” Hera said. “When we finally cornered Egil and brought him to bay, I… I pleaded that the symbiotes be merciful with him.” 
 
    Decker took a deep breath. So that was it. 
 
    The psycho should have been put out of his and everyone else’s misery, but instead…   
 
    “They should’ve dealt with him more harshly when they had the chance,” Hera said, “but I persuaded them not to.” 
 
    Decker had reached out to comfort her before he had a chance to think. He wasn’t great with words, not in this situation, but he had a go all the same. 
 
    “You were right to show mercy, Hera, regardless of what happened after,” he said. 
 
    “You really think so?” she asked. 
 
    “I do,” Decker said. “Mercy is most freeing, most powerful, and most transformative when it is directed at the undeserving. Those sons of bitches who haven’t earned it in the least, who haven’t even thought to seek it, are the most satisfying recipients of our magnanimity.” 
 
    Hera looked up at him. 
 
    When did she get so close? Decker wondered. When did her hand reach for my chest? 
 
    “You really believe so?” she asked. 
 
    Decker shrugged one muscular shoulder. 
 
    “Sure,” he said noncommittally. “But that doesn’t mean that killing those sorts of people isn’t satisfying too.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” Hera said. She had taken another step toward Decker. She was so close now that he could make out each perfect individual eyelash. “The less deserving someone is for mercy—” 
 
    “—the more deserving they are of a good, terminal kicking,” Decker finished. 
 
    He had never considered that such a conversation might constitute as flirting, but it certainly appeared that way because, in the next heartbeat, Hera was in his arms and they were kissing. 
 
    The half naked bounty hunter bent down and returned the show of affection and desire by kissing Hera hard on the mouth. Her lips parted, and Decker felt her tongue run across his bottom lip.  
 
    The kiss was a wonderfully deep one, the pair of them squashing their faces together passionately. As they broke apart, Hera sucked on his top lip until the captain of the Farrago let out a groan of mixed pain and desire. 
 
    “Salty,” the nature-focused symbiote said. “Now, if you desire it, I can leave you to finish your exercises.” 
 
    “I’ll finish my exercises,” Decker said, his voice hoarse with desire. “There’s just been a slight change to the program.” 
 
    “Is that so, Captain Decker?” Hera said coyly, “and what precisely did you have in mind?” 
 
    Decker didn’t bother with a reply. He gathered Hera to him and began to kiss down her throat and across her shoulder. 
 
    The symbiote gasped. 
 
    “I have heard it said that actions speak louder than words, Captain Decker,” she moaned. 
 
    “That’s what they say,” Decker murmured into her neck, “but in my experience they don’t speak nearly as often. Now, lose the outfit.” 
 
    The pair of them were naked in almost less time that it would have taken Decker to ask Hera to disrobe again. 
 
    “I think my sisters have been right in their appraisal with you, Decker,” Hera said softly, as her hands roved over Decker’s scarred, hard-muscled body. 
 
    “How’s that?” Decker slid his hands up Hera’s lithe form, cupped her breasts in his hands, and squeezed softly, while drinking in the slender curves of her ass and thighs. 
 
    Hera moaned again. 
 
    “The consensus of my sisters is that you’re a man who knows that the universe doesn’t give you what you ask for with your thoughts,” she said huskily, “it gives you what you demand with your actions.” 
 
    They stumbled backward, tripping over various exercise equipment. Now that Decker came to think on it, and he only did so very briefly, the space had expanded a little since Hera had arrived on the Farrago. In fact, he was fairly certain that the entire living starship had enlarged somewhat to accommodate the growing crew, even in the very short time that the nature-focused symbiote had been onboard. 
 
    It’s true then, his brain told him, shortly before it surrendered itself to the mounting desire that was coursing like liquid fire through his being, this vessel is capable of physically changing now that we have this woman’s growth knowledge inside the CPU.  
 
    Decker was a big man, but the much smaller symbiote female was strong. Now that she had divested herself of her carbon gray outfit, he was admiring a compact, toned body of a rock-climber or a warrior. The top of her head might only have reached to about the start of his neck, but this didn’t stop Hera from shoving him against one of the bulkheads. 
 
    Decker grunted in surprise as the back of his legs hit a pile of dumbbells secured to the deck with heavy-duty velcro fastenings. He staggered and fell backward onto the bench seat, which contained a selection of resistant bands. 
 
    Hera was on her knees between his legs before the exhalation of surprise could finish leaving his lips.  Her fingers gripped onto the waistband of his shorts and slid them down his legs along with his underwear. 
 
    Then, without any hesitation, she was on him. Decker’s head banged against the metal bulkhead as Hera licked lustily down the shaft of his prick before sucking both his nuts into her pretty mouth, but he barely felt it. 
 
    “My domain is all things natural,” the symbiote told him. “All things natural. And there is nothing so natural, nor so primal, as this.” 
 
    Decker was saved from replying by Hera running her tongue all over his sack before she took his nuts in her mouth and gargled them in the back of her throat. He moaned and closed his eyes blissfully, leaning his head back, and smacking it into the bulkhead yet again. 
 
    Hera took Decker’s balls from her mouth and spat on them, then she licked her way back up his shaft, before plunging her mouth down on his cock and swallowing it with the dexterous deepthroating technique of the kind of adult movie actress that could be found on the billions of porno feeds across the system. 
 
    She squashed her lips into his groin, and Decker felt his cock hit the back of her throat. She gagged and gurgled in a way that she must surely have known would drive a man wild, and made Decker feel as if he was properly degrading her, despite him doing literally nothing at that point. 
 
    “Holy shit!” Decker gasped, his pleasure firing through every nerve. 
 
    Hera raised her head slowly, releasing the bounty hunter’s cock inch by inch until she held only the tip in her hungry mouth. 
 
    “Is it not good?” she asked him. 
 
    “What?” Decker said. 
 
    “You said, ‘holy shit’,” Hera said. “Does this mean you are uncomfortable?” 
 
    Decker tried to marshal the words that would tell the symbiote female that, no, what she was doing was the complete opposite from uncomfortable, but he lost his train of thought when her tongue began flicking over the end of his cock. 
 
    “Uh,” Decker said. “No, I…” 
 
    But what he was, and what he might have meant when he started speaking, he instantly forgot about and discounted, when the beautiful woman sunk down and swallowed the length of his rod—all the way to the base—again.  
 
    She repeated this trick four more times, while Decker listened to his own breathing growing progressively more ragged, feeling his abs tensing as Hera swallowed his prick time and again. 
 
    Hera moaned as she did it, losing herself in the act of pleasuring Decker, which he found almost as arousing as the act itself. 
 
    Hera withdrew his cock from her mouth, stroked it a couple of times, and slapped it on her pouting lips while searching for his gaze. Her dark eyes were even more hooded than usual as they stared into his from under half-closed lids. She kissed his cock. 
 
    “You’re sure I am doing okay?” she asked him. 
 
    Decker made a few inarticulate noises, which he hoped she would translate as emphatic yeses. 
 
    “Good,” Hera said, “then you won’t mind returning the favor.” 
 
    “Huh?” Decker said. 
 
    Hera grabbed him by the forearm and tugged on his feet. Decker’s eyes flicked over the woman’s fantastic body as she pushed him backward again. Perky tits that he might’ve said had been augmented if he thought that symbiotes went in for such things. Tight ass, muscular legs, flat stomach with just the faintest outlines of her abdominal muscles, and a pussy that was captivating in its own right. 
 
    All other observations were curtailed when Hera tripped Decker, sending the big man sprawling on his back. Luckily, it was on a section of the gel-padded exercise mat. Hera laughed. 
 
    “Are all such males distracted so easily by the female form?” she asked delightedly. 
 
    “They are when the form comes in your kind of packaging,” Decker replied a touch breathlessly. 
 
    Before Decker could get his bearings, Hera, still giggling, squatted fluidly down, pulling up just before she sat on Decker’s upturned face. Then, ever so slowly, she dropped the last inch so that Decker’s mouth was covered by her perfectly bald pussy. 
 
    The musky scent of the symbiote’s sex filled Decker’s head like wine. There was something so raw and animalistic to it that he barely resisted the urge to pull her down to his crotch and thrust into her there and then. He had thought his cock hard before, but now he realized his erection had only been giving eighty percent of itself.  
 
    Without being told, Decker started to lap at the gorgeous symbiote’s opening, his tongue flickering up and down the slot, disappearing at times to probe Hera’s hole before re-emerging and dancing around the woman’s engorged clitoris.  
 
    She tastes so good, Decker thought as he watched the symbiote’s face in mesmerized fascination.  
 
    His eyes were glued to Hera’s face, which had a dreamy smile on it now, her mouth hanging half open. It was the perfectly relaxed face of someone who didn’t know they were being watched, and wouldn’t have given a shit even if they did. It was devoid of any trace of hidden emotion or embarrassment at how they might be seen by someone else. 
 
    It was the face of someone living in the now. 
 
    Free from worry and care. 
 
    Decker reached up and squeezed Hera’s pert, round ass. She gasped with pleasure. 
 
    “Yes, that’s a good man,” she whispered between moans. “Lick my pussy, James Decker. It feels so good. Just as the others said it would.” 
 
    As Decker tongued and lapped at Hera’s womanhood, the lithe symbiote swiveled around without breaking the touch, then leaned forward, squishing her tits against Decker’s stomach. Kisses began tickling Decker around his pubic bone, but he tried not to flinch. He stuck to his task of munching out Hera’s pussy, while the symbiote nuzzled the base of his cock and made little whimpering sounds.  
 
    “Look how hard you are!” the woman crooned. “I’ve never seen anything like it. It has been so long since I laid my eyes on something that I wanted more…” 
 
    She lowered her head and sucked on Decker’s prick, and the big man snarled and growled with pleasure.  
 
    She was bringing forth a savage side to him that rarely emerged outside of combat. It was a facet of his personality that harkened back to the times where humans lived in caves, cooked with fire, and hunted with stone and spear. 
 
    Hera smushed her crotch harder into Decker’s face as her own ardor built. Her body began to tense up as he lapped greedily at her labia faster and faster, sucking on first one lip and then the other. She shuddered as his tongue probed her hole and stabbed roughly at her clit. 
 
    The two naked forms intertwined in an oral contest for some minutes. Decker started to roughly finger-fuck Hera as she slobbered ever more hungrily over his rod. 
 
    “Yes, that’s it, play with me. Do what you want! Do what you must!” she gasped, squeezing the words around the cock that took up almost the entirety of her mouth. 
 
    “I’m just following your lead. Set the pace. You have me at somewhat of a disadvantage,” Decker replied gruffly. 
 
    Abruptly, Hera’s head raised and she squeezed her eyes shut. 
 
    “Oh… oh my stars!” she exclaimed. “Oh, that spot, there! Yes! That’s the… That’s the spot I want it in! Stay there, Decker!” 
 
    Decker did as he was told, fingering the woman with renewed vigor and alternating between licking her asshole and pussy. 
 
    “Yes!” Hera started grinding down on Decker’s face, her powerful oblique muscles contracting and releasing as she did. “Yes!” 
 
    Decker’s cock was rock hard. Usually, he was all for getting the girl off when the chance presented itself, but there was something in the air here, something that pulled at all those selfish male instincts of his. It was physical, yes, but there was something chemical about it too.  
 
    It was as if Hera’s pheromones were tapping into his cock and balls and hands without bothering to chat to his brain. 
 
    “Fuck, come here, you!” he growled and shoved the ass in his face downward. So rough and strong was he, that the symbiote was forced to shuffle forward on her hands. Her pussy, dripping with Decker’s saliva and her excitement, smeared a glistening trail down his stomach. 
 
    With her bent over butt bobbing delightfully before him, Decker grabbed her by the thighs. He spread them and started to slowly and teasingly run the tip of his cock up and down the quivering opening of her pussy, spreading her lips with the head of his member. 
 
    Hera groaned, and the groans gathered in intensity as Decker continued to tease her. The symbiote tried to grab him by the base of his shaft and pull him into her, but he slapped her hands away and continued to bait her—even as his cock throbbed with need to penetrate her. 
 
    Hera’s words had failed her by this point. She had traded her ‘oh, yeses’ and that’s its’ for tongue-tied grunts, hisses, and groans. 
 
    Eventually, when he reckoned that the pair could take it no more, Decker eased his cock into the wonderful, wet confines of the symbiote’s womanhood. As much as she was able to, with her own fingers gagging her mouth, Hera gave a long moan of satisfaction, spreading her graceful athletic legs as wide as they could go to accommodate Decker’s eager cock. 
 
    Decker fucked Hera with a single-minded intensity.  
 
    Everything faded away: hopes, dreams, cares, everything. Nothing else mattered. Only spreading his seed, giving it to this ridiculously hot almost-stranger.  
 
    While he pounded into her, with her delicious ass bouncing on his waist and her cheeks spread wide so that he could penetrate her as deeply as possible, Hera toyed and twisted and tweaked her own nipples. Every so often Decker would pull out and Hera would twist around, lean forward, and suck her own juices off his cock. 
 
    What a wonderfully simple place the world could be when you erased all the dross that fucked with you. Animals had it right. Care nothing for tomorrow. Care only for the now. 
 
    The symbiote’s pussy and asshole right in front him, mingled with the musky smell of sex and the sounds of grunting and moaning and whining, and the slap of his balls against her wet buttocks, was all. It was a complete sensory overload, and was all Decker felt like he had ever needed. 
 
    Strangely, it reminded him of a dream he had had not long before. Just after he had busted Craglin out of the cell and they had high-tailed it out of Dracone. 
 
    Two wild dogs were running. That was all. They were making their way by the light of a dying sun, across an open hillside and then into a gnarled forest of ancient trees. There was little underbrush underfoot, and they did not need to slow as they entered the cool shadows under the trees.  
 
    They were not even hunting, as Decker recalled it. They were just running, taking joy in the stretch of their powerful muscles and the cool air flowing over their lolling tongues and sharp teeth. He remembered that they owed nothing to no one. They had no decisions to make, no responsibilities to anyone, and no fucking jobs.  
 
    They had the waning day and the joy of being able to sprint for hours, and it had been enough for them. 
 
    He had woken from that dream longing to be that complete. To be that free from care. 
 
    And that was how he felt then, fucking Hera. 
 
    It was all now. It was all freedom. 
 
    But it was coming to a glorious end. 
 
    Decker was on the verge of asking Hera if she wanted him to cum inside her, when the symbiote pushed herself off his cocked, rocked forward while reaching back to grab his shaft, and then pushed his cock into her ass. 
 
    The symbiote screamed hoarsely and bucked back onto Decker’s penis so that it plunged deeper into her asshole. Decker, completely blind-sided, let out a long cry of his own. Surprise combined with rapture at the tightness of the woman’s butt. 
 
    “Oh, shit, I’m going to fucking blow, Hera,” he grunted. His eyes were staring up at the LEDs set into the gymnasium ceiling, but they had blurred into streaks. 
 
    “I feel… something too!” the symbiote gasped. “I feel… Oh, yes! Yes, yes, yes, yes!” 
 
    It took only ten thrusts before Hera’s ass started to sporadically squeeze Decker’s cock. He saw her thigh and buttock muscles contract, and then heard the taut little minx let go a low, bestial wailing moan as she came with an intensity that was heart and no act. 
 
    At the same time, Decker felt a thrill of energy course though him. Almost as if spring bloomed within him. It was vital, pure, and enrapturing.  
 
    As his eyelids flickered, he was dimly aware that Hera was spraying her orgasm all over his stomach and groin in the form of a great flood of ejaculate. She was sobbing with pleasure, grunting and groaning and laughing breathlessly, as her body twitched and quivered out of control. 
 
    Decker’s own climax broke everything out of rhythm.  
 
    The intensity of it made him swear he could feel his balls shriveling as they were drained. His cock slid out of Hera’s ass, and his spunk sprayed over up her stomach and over the lips of her pussy, over her strong thighs and over her hands which were massaging Decker’s balls. 
 
    Decker and the symbiote fell backward, a mess of bodily fluids and sweat. They beamed with contentment.  
 
    They were clinging to the now.  
 
    It was a good place to be, but no one could stay there forever. 
 
    More’s the pity, Decker thought. More’s the fucking pity.   
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Decker hadn’t realized that he had fallen asleep, naked, inside the gymnasium until he awoke there with a start. His dreams had been warmth and fuzz and confusion—things which had been mostly lacking in his life, except for the confusion. 
 
    He had slept deeply. Soundly. The variety of the sleep that is all healing. His dreams had been esoteric and unmemorable, but comforting.  
 
    If he was honest with himself, the whole bonding experience, in retrospect, had a dreamy quality to it. Not because of what had happened, but in the way that it had.  
 
    As he pulled his underwear on, he thought that there had been a deep-seeded inevitability to what had gone down. From the moment that the nature-loving symbiote had walked into the room, there had only been one way it was going to end. 
 
    Decker’s memories came back to him in blurry fits and starts, but the overall feeling of wholesome contentment did not fade. 
 
    The feeling of equanimity only paused when he caught a whiff of his own armpits as he shrugged into his flight suit. 
 
    “Shower,” he muttered. He rubbed at his bristling jaw. “And maybe a shave.” 
 
    As he half zipped up his flight suit and headed out, Decker was suddenly stopped in his tracks by another memory. This one he might almost have been tempted to label a dream, except that it was too clear. Out of all the random thoughts and pictures that had been floating through his subconscious while he slept, this one alone was etched with the clarity of an image laser-cut into a pane of colored glass. 
 
    Right at the end of his coupling, his bonding, with Hera, Decker had looked up and he had been sure—now—that he had seen Rosa Hawkes’ head peering through the hatchway of the gymnasium. 
 
    The recollection hit him with the effect of an ice-cold bucket of espresso, blasting any last trace of weariness from his mind and body. 
 
    She’d been there. Without a shadow of a doubt. Watching. 
 
    He palmed the panel by the hatch, and it hissed open, revealing the companionway beyond.     
 
    She had been watching. But for how long? 
 
    That was the question, and an interesting one. Only one question that Decker could think of was more interesting than that one. 
 
    Was it his overactive imagination, or had Rosa really been smiling to herself as she had watched her captain and the symbiote fuck each others brains out? 
 
    Decker ambled toward the head, nodding distractedly to Dorian Wellington as he passed by.  
 
    Well, that would just have to remain a mystery for now. 
 
    Decker allowed himself a wry chuckle. 
 
    Another fucking mystery. A small one in its detail, but nonetheless large in its potential for… what? 
 
    The longer he dwelt on the mental picture of Rosa in the hatchway, the more he knew that it was the truth, that it had happened, and that she had been there. That was the thing though, the possession of knowledge did not kill the sense of the unknowable, of the impenetrability that shrouded the future. There was just always more goddamn mystery. 
 
    With that vaguely annoying thought, Decker headed off for a shower. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Over the following days of travel, the crew fell into the easy and comfortable rhythmic routine of spaceflight. Onboard a ship as advanced as the Farrago, this amounted to a lot of relaxing.  
 
    There was no deep cleaning to keep on top of, only the regular tidying up after themselves that all members of the crew were expected to do. Exercise and team bonding were mostly the orders of the day, all the crew taking the downtime afforded them to get to know one another a little bit more, chatting, bantering, and joking around. 
 
    Decker mostly spent the time he wasn’t in the gym sitting in the pilot’s seat. He would skip through the Myrmidon System newsfeeds and the few bounty hunting channels to make sure that no mention of the Farrago was made. When he wasn’t doing that, he would scan the sectors that Hera had pointed the ship’s nose toward, checking them for signs of suspicious traffic. 
 
    Such tasks were more to keep himself sharp than out of any real necessity. The Farrago, under the stewardship of Lorelei, was more than capable of scanning for enemy vessels and other dangers, even while bowling along through jump-space. Its multitude of sensors and scanners were tuned to pick up any frequencies and, especially, anything that even slightly resembled stealth tech. Where stealth tech was, often ulterior intentions lay. 
 
    Decker spent a lot of the time that he wasn’t ensconced on the flight deck with Hera. After they had slept together, Decker had been keen to get a handle on the new power that their bond had bestowed him. Hera, being at somewhat of a loose end herself and not having anything better to do, had become his enthusiastic teacher. 
 
    Genesense was, as Hera described it, a multi-faceted ability, much like every symbiote ability. It could obviously be used to grow things, but that was of fairly limited help while out in the void, especially because the Farrago did not have an onboard habitat for growing food, it not being a big enough ship. 
 
    “I assume though, that growing might not just apply to plants and the like, right?” Decker asked, while the two of them sat in a secluded spot in the engineering bay. In another distant corner of the bay, Craglin was fussing about with something that occasionally emitted crackling electrical sparks, much to the delight of the Renkiddion. 
 
    “Continue with your line of thought, Decker,” Hera encouraged him. 
 
    Decker cleared his throat. He hadn’t enjoyed being at school and had actively detested his first year of marine training—so much so that, if he had not run away and been picked up by Tyk Allbeard on the Fortune, he probably would have been booted. However, he might have enjoyed all those years of formal education a lot more if any of his pedagogues had looked like Hera. 
 
    “I’m thinking that it might be useful in more practical terms—practical for us, here, I mean,” he said. 
 
    Hera motioned him to continue. 
 
    “I mean, if you can use genesense to better grow or speed the growth of a leafy green in a aquaponics set-up, I don’t see why you wouldn’t be able to use it to help heal a cut faster, or rid a wound of infection or poison.” 
 
    Hera smiled at him, leaned forward, and planted a kiss on his mouth. None of the other symbiotes were averse to displaying their affection with Decker, but Hera had the least qualms of all when it came laying a little sugar on him. 
 
    “You are right,” she said, “and I am glad you made the connection yourself. It is good to know that your mind is not bound to the seemingly linear.” 
 
    Decker rubbed his recently shaved face. Already, the kind of stubble that could strike a match pushed across his jaw. 
 
    “In a nutshell, this ability lends itself best to healing—useful for us because, as I understand it, only Rosa Hawkes has any real medical training.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Decker said. “I mean, I know a few bits and pieces, and Craglin could probably patch someone up if he remembered not to try and weld them first, but only Rosa is what you might call qualified.” 
 
    “Well, this ability will enable you to heal the crew, and yourself, swiftly should the need arise,” Hera said. “You’ll be able to diagnose a hurt and fix it to whatever extent time or the scenario allows. You’ll even be able to do this while we’re in combat situations, if it comes down to that.” 
 
    “To what extent does this work?” Decker asked eagerly. He thought back to the knocks and injuries they had sustained on their various missions so far. In atmospheres that were particularly hostile, atmospheres which could not be breathed or were caustic, and spacesuits needed to be worn healing injuries was particularly tricky. 
 
    The spacesuits that the Farrago had dotted throughout its interior and hanging in rows in the cargo hold were adaptive. They self-patched when torn and could administer basic drug cocktails to combat gunshot wounds, minor poisoning, and other simplistic injuries. They’d saved many a life, but they were a double-edged sword in some respects. A medic could not administer aid to an injured person through them.  
 
    If genesense enabled Decker to heal one of his crew back into walking condition in an environment in which they could not remove their spacesuit, then he was all for it. 
 
    Hera must have seen the excitement shining in his eyes, because she held up a warning finger. “Nothing ridiculous, not in a combat situation at least. You’ll be able to knit flesh, fuse broken bones, and heal minor internal ailments far faster than even a med bay would allow. However, if you combine the technological and pharmaceutical powers of the Farrago’s medical bay, along with the skills of Rosa Hawkes, you could quite literally grow your own limb back given enough time.” 
 
    Decker blinked. He had heard of such procedures on planets heralded as bastions of medical learning and technology—the twin moons of Suo and Sana, as well as the massive planet of Emplastrum. Never had even the most drunken rumormonger spoken of such an operation being conducted onboard a moving starship. 
 
    “Show me,” Decker said. “Teach me how to heal myself and the rest of the crew. Keeping us alive, that’s priority number one. Teach me, and I’ll do my best to learn.” 
 
    Hera smiled. “I will teach you, Captain Decker. I will teach you, but this is something that cannot be rushed. Genesense has the potential to cure ills, but if used incorrectly, or if you strain yourself beyond your limitations, then disaster is bound to follow.” 
 
    Eating together, talking together, and postulating on where the next symbiote might be held took up most of their time. Decker found that, after the hectic insanity of the recent events, simply sharing a meal at one of the tables in the galley, or listening to Craglin’s gripes about how there was nothing onboard that needed fixing or fettling, or killing time sending out the outward defense drones to check the integrity of the hull was more than enough to keep him entertained. 
 
    Such chat about what might be waiting for them when they exited jump-space was, obviously, futile. The four rescue missions that Decker had carried out thus far had each presented unique dangers and challenges. 
 
    “The only thing that we might all safely agree on,” Saavi said, “is that what will be will test us.” 
 
    Craglin let out a roll of his awful crackling laughter, which sounded more than ever like he was about to cough up a lung. 
 
    “Aye, I think we can agree upon that,” he said. “If we touch down and find the welcome mat rolled out for us, complete with a marching band and girls strewing petals, then you have permission to shove one of the Farrago’s nuclear torpedoes up my turdpipe and send me right back out to orbit again.” 
 
    Decker caught eyes with Rosa. His medical officer pulled a face and silently mouthed the word ‘turdpipe’ and gave a theatrical shudder. 
 
    “As far as I am able to sense her, I would say that we are only a few days out from where our next sister is located,” Hera said. 
 
    “And that is all we know?” Decker said. 
 
    “The scanners are showing nothing more,” Lorelei told them all. “There is some vast object in the rough vicinity of our destination, which the Farrago is identifying by its mass and shape as a dwarf moon. Apart from that though, there is nothing in that sector that warrants concern.” 
 
    “This dwarf moon, is it likely that the next symbiote could have crashed there?” Decker asked. 
 
    Apricis laughed and popped a segment of tofu into her mouth. 
 
    “Saavi told me that you found her crashed pod on the back of a city-sized reptile,” she said. “Was that likely?” 
 
    Rosa laughed. “Oh, shit,” she said, “I don’t think there was anything likely about that whole day, was there, cap?” 
 
    Decker pursed his lips and sipped the hot sweet coffee that he had sitting in front of him. The synthetic brew was about as likely to have ever even seen a coffee bean as the milk he’d stirred into it was likely to have come from a cow, but it hit the spot nonetheless. 
 
    “That’s not true,” Decker said. “It was pretty likely that we were going to die the moment we stepped off the ship.” 
 
    That got a round of laughter. Such comments often did. It was amazing how the average reaction when facing the reminder of an uncomfortable truth—in this instance, that they were very likely to get killed on their next foray outside the ship—was to laugh at it.  
 
    “Well, tomorrow is tomorrow,” Hera said vaguely. 
 
    “That’s right, love,” Craglin said, who had started calling all the symbiotes ‘love’ as soon as he had found out that they had no real aversion to the label. “Over the next horizon is over the next horizon. Let’s just enjoy the peace and quiet while we have it, eh?” 
 
    “I thought you were bored of the peace and quiet, short-ass?” Rosa said. 
 
    “I won’t deny that a busted solar mirror to fix, or a spacewalk across the hull to mend a containment field, or even a few hours spent fiddling about with the bloody wastewater collection unit might not be appreciated,” Craglin said. 
 
    “We don’t have solar mirrors and our technology negates the use of the containment fields,” Lorelei pointed out at once. 
 
    “You know what I mean though, love, don’t you?” Craglin said. “A Renkiddion ain’t the kind of humanoid used to just sitting around on their ass doing nothing.” 
 
    “Didn’t we find you languishing in the clink?” Decker pointed out. 
 
    “Yeah, but how the hell do you think I got myself chucked in the jug, mate?” Craglin said. “There’s an ancient saying that comes from a galaxy far, far away, and it says some shit about an idle mind being the workshop of devils.” 
 
    “I like that,” Rosa said. 
 
    “Yeah, well, Renkiddions are prone to renting out their minds to the first bidder that comes along,” Craglin said. 
 
    “I’m glad to note that you haven’t broken the ship just to appease your boredom, Craglin,” Lorelei said, giving the little man a smile. 
 
    “Well, like Hera over there says.” Craglin nodded to the symbiote on the other side of the simple table. “In all likelihood, we’re going to pop out of jump-space and find ourselves in some kind of hot water. With that in mind, I’m taking advantage of the lack of people trying to kill us. I am learning, as perhaps no Renkiddion has done before, to appreciate that the here and now is not a bad place and time to be, especially when so much of the unknown is prone to be a giant pain in dick.” 
 
    Rosa raised her spiraled polycarbonate cup in a salute. 
 
    “I’ll drink to that,” she said. “Here’s to the future and the giant pain in the dick it will no doubt become.” 
 
    The dick pain manifested itself two days before they were due to exit jump-space.  
 
    Decker was sitting with Saavi and Apricis, regaling them with a tale of his misspent youth, when his omni-com pulsed on his arm. On the screen was a simple text message from Rosa.  
 
    It read, Med bay. Now. 
 
    Fighting down the urge to run, Decker excused himself and speed-walked down to the deck to the medical bay. He hated being on the receiving end of those kinds of messages. The curt nature of them hinted at the person sending it having no time. They signaled that all was not well. They heralded trouble. 
 
    Decker sighed. Well, they’d had a week or so of smooth sailing. According to the law of averages, they were due a modicum of trouble. The universe was a bitch like that. 
 
    The medical bay was a huge space, filled with all sorts of machinery that Decker would have no hope of working in a pinch, not without the help of the AI system or Lorelei. It occupied almost an entire deck level of the ship, aside from a couple of private berths down here, one of which belonged to Rosa.  
 
    The med bay was divided into eight basic medical areas, separated with see-through atmos-doors. The first section, the area in which Rosa and Dorian Wellington were closeted, was set aside for the more physical injuries related to the bounty hunting profession: cuts, bruises, burns, abrasions, and even the sterilization, cauterizing, or cryogenic  depuration of severed limbs.  
 
    Another section had been prepared by Rosa to deal with what she had summed up as the congenital afflictions—appendicitis, tonsillitis, cholecystitis, toothaches, and shit like that. 
 
    Some of the monitoring and treatment suites were designed for stress-related illnesses manifesting themselves as cardiac problems, hypertension, digestive issues, and psychosomatic conditions. Psychological issues caused by isolation were not really a problem that many medical officers had to deal with nowadays, unless they were coupled with post traumatic stress disorder, but Lorelei, or whoever had designed the symbiote space-cruiser, had set up the medical bay for every eventuality, no matter how unlikely. Phobias that might not be conducive to spacecraft living were also rare, but these stations had a number of drugs stored there that could alleviate even these kinds of deep-seeded problems. 
 
    Another section was full of lab equipment and complex analysis machines, which Rosa had described as state-of-the-art for identifying biochemical problems. 
 
    “These sorts of things might be exacerbated or brought on by dietary deficiencies, glandular imbalances, and so forth, cap,” Rosa had said excitedly. “The fact that we can run tests and potentially identify problematic viral strains in far less time than we could have on the Fortune is fantastic.” 
 
    Decker had been willing to take the purple-haired woman’s word for it. 
 
    There was even a section of the medical bay, smaller than the rest by quite some margin, which had been set aside for medical problems created by social interactions, because there were certain to be fights and alcoholism, and even some drug abuse, aboard vessels, as stringent as the preflight inspections might be.  
 
    Decker reckoned he knew enough about the nature of symbiotes to conclude that this little area was the key clue in identifying that this starship had been designed with the ferrying of human beings in mind. 
 
    It’s a nice touch though, Decker decided. Although in every other ship I’ve ever worked or set foot on, if there was a proper piss-artist in the crew, they would either manage to sneak the banned drink or drugs on board up or cobble together some kind of vacuum still. 
 
    The biggest problems that any spacecraft was likely to face, health-wise, were still environmental: the medical pressures of the environment of the void itself on the human body. As far as any space traveler was aware, unless they were too cocky for their own good, they knew they couldn’t take a lot of things, if anything, for granted. All terrestrial comforts such as food, water, temperature, atmosphere, and radiation could change in an instant in space. It was these aspects that kept any medical officer, and any captain, worth their pay on their toes. 
 
    The final section was where the pathological dangers were dealt with. Basically, this was where the Farrago’s public health measures were implemented: where the entry of infectious bacteria and viruses into space facilities were blocked, as well as where they were counteracted if they did sneak in and spread themselves through the onboard climate control system, as they might manage to do. 
 
    Decker did not have to search far for Rosa and Wellington. They were in the first section of the medical bay. The Ik’at rested on one of the gel-filled sick bay cots, while Rosa sat on a stool next to him and poured over the complex-looking data that was spooling across a screen. 
 
    “Is he dead?” Decker asked as he burst in through the atmos-doors. 
 
    Wellington’s head turned to him. Bags darkened his eyes, but he was very much animate. 
 
    “Why would you say it like that?” he asked testily. 
 
    “Like what?” Decker asked back. 
 
    “Like you’re expecting me to drop dead at any second?” Wellington said. “Like I’m living on borrowed time.” 
 
    Decker turned to Rosa. 
 
    “Did I say it like that?” he asked her. 
 
    Rosa held her finger and thumb a fraction of an inch apart. “Weeny bit, cap.” 
 
    “My apologies,” Decker said. “But, you aren’t dead yet—or dying—are you?” 
 
    “Now you sound disappointed,” Wellington said. 
 
    Decker gave up and faced Rosa. 
 
    “I guess that’s what I get for trying to talk to the monkey and not the organ grinder,” he muttered. 
 
    “Please,” Rosa said, “I’d have better taste in monkeys than that, cap.” 
 
    Wellington huffed out a sigh and flopped dramatically back on his cot. 
 
    “What’s up, Hawkes?” Decker asked. 
 
    Rosa cleared the screen she had been studying, projecting the information to hang in the air over the recumbent Ik’at. Then, she recalled Decker’s attention over to Wellington. 
 
    “A predicament has arisen, cap,” she said. 
 
    “I was expecting one too,” Decker said. “They do that. Like a fucking fart in a bath. I have to say though, I was hoping it wouldn’t be until we’d left jump-space. What’s the problem?” 
 
    Rosa stretched her arms over her head. Some of her vertebrae crackled and popped. 
 
    “Dorian’s body isn’t behaving as it should,” the medical officer told Decker. 
 
    “There are a number of facetious things I could say to that,” Decker observed, eyeing the horizontal orange-skinned figure, “but I’ll be the bigger man and settle for asking how.” 
 
    Rosa did her best to try and explain it to him, but she struggled doing so without dipping in and out of the kind of top shelf words that belonged in a medical student’s dataset. 
 
    After a minute of jargon, Decker raised a hand. 
 
    “Sorry, Hawkes,” he said, “but I have no idea what you’re on about.” 
 
    Rosa gave Decker a strained smile. “That’s all right, cap. It’s just that it’s a difficult thing to explain to someone with little to no medical knowledge.” 
 
    “Come, man,” Wellington said irritably, “it’s not that hard to comprehend, surely? A simple case of looking at a cellular homogenizer could—” 
 
    Decker’s stare was a brick wall that Wellington ran straight into. 
 
    “You’re not dead yet,” he repeated. 
 
    Wellington narrowed his eyes. “You already said—” 
 
    “You’re not dead. Yet,” Decker said once more. 
 
    Wellington shut up. 
 
    Decker considered the problem for a moment. Then, he had an idea. 
 
    “Well shit,” he said. “It must be all that rest we’ve been enjoying, but I’ve had me a bit of a thought, Hawkes.” 
 
    “You better share it, cap,” Rosa said. 
 
    “Well, back on Pelunov, I learned the code for that out of control mining rig by directly accessing this sack of bones’ memories, didn’t I?” 
 
    “You sure did,” Rosa agreed. 
 
    “You did what?” Wellington blurted. 
 
    “So, maybe I could use that same technique to gain other knowledge?” Decker said. 
 
    Rosa squinted at him. “Are you talking about what I think you’re talking about, cap?” 
 
    “If you’re thinking that I’m talking about delving into your mind—in a gentlemanly fashion, of course—so that I can see what it is you’re talking about, rather than have you try to explain it to me, then yeah, I am.” 
 
    “You want to let yourself into my mind?” Rosa said. 
 
    “I can try it, if you’ll let me,” Decker said. 
 
    Rosa looked slightly hesitant. “But… There are all sorts of private thoughts, you know, in there.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt it,” Decker said, “but I’d be looking for something specific, and I wouldn’t go nosing. You know me better than that, Hawkes. I know that it’s a badge of honor for kids these days, to have people know everything little thing about their lives through their omni-com social feeds, but I’m only interested in the things about you that you want to show me, yeah?” 
 
    Rosa considered this for a moment. Luckily though, Decker had a reputation for speaking his mind and speaking the truth. 
 
    “Okay, cap,” she said. “I reckon you can go ahead, if it’s going to speed this little interaction up and save me wasting my breath.” 
 
    “Okay,” Decker said. He reached out and gently cupped Rosa’s face in his big scarred hands. 
 
    “And, cap?” Rosa said. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Thanks for actually asking me instead of just doing your mind dive.” 
 
    Decker gave her a look that Wellington could not see, lying where he was. 
 
    “I’ve got far too much respect for you for that, Hawkes,” he said. 
 
    Behind him, Wellington said, “But, you didn’t ask me!” 
 
    Decker ignored him and delved into Rosa’s open mind. It was as it had been before, when he had ventured into the unconscious brain of Dorian Wellington, only far more vibrant.  
 
    Rosa’s mind was a hive of swirling colors, or emotions and feelings made visually tangible. To Decker, swimming through his medical officer’s mind reminded him of forcing his way through one of the famed open-air markets on Bara-Mundi or Tubbooth. It was a riotous place, and he had no doubt that there were all sorts of fascinating desires, secrets, and gems of knowledge to be found if he only looked. 
 
    But that was not why he was there. 
 
    He moved through the interwoven strands and threads of Rosa’s life. While he did not poke his nose into any part of her mind irrelevant to his goal, he nonetheless could not help but get a feel for certain facets of her identity. It was hard for him to put into words, even for himself when he thought about it later, but he definitely knew when he passed through the tangled black nexus that he felt on a base level had something to do with  Rosa’s troubled past. 
 
    It was an intriguing thought, but not a surprising one. Having something in your past worth running or hiding from was almost a prerequisite for a bounty hunter. The constant act of pressing forward, nose to some trail or other, like an intergalactic bloodhound, was addictive in itself. Many bounty hunters, though, enjoyed the idea that they weren’t just racing toward some target or mission objective, but fleeing from what they used to be too. 
 
    What piqued Decker’s curiosity most though, was that these black memories lay next to, and even overlapped in places, the memories that were bound up with her medical education. 
 
    Not far from this mentally walled off graveyard of old and dusty memories, Decker found his objective. He tightened his mind and focused in on the medical knowledge that Rosa had tried to convey. 
 
    It was not like reading, not even close. Decker found the knowledge he sought and absorbed it, like an osmosis of the mind. It did not take him long, he did not think, and he was able to digest what would have been arbitrary language in a way that made sense to him. When he had gained enough understanding and insight into what was wrong with Wellington—at least to Rosa’s mind—he gently withdrew and released his medical officer from the touch they had shared.  
 
    Decker blinked a couple of times, as the world swam back into focus. Rosa was only inches from him. She had her eyes closed, but soon opened them. 
 
    For a stretched out moment, they looked at one another. Decker’s strange blue-green eyes flickered over Rosa’s pretty face, while hers steadily held onto his. 
 
    Then she blinked away and said, “Well, that was hands down the weirdest thing I’ve done today—and I’ve been examining this guy.” She nodded at Wellington. 
 
    “It took you long enough,” Wellington muttered in a peevish tone. “I’ve been sitting here like a lemon for going on ten minutes. What if I’d had another seizure or—” 
 
    “Did you find what you were looking for, cap?” Rosa asked, talking blithely over the cheesed off Ik’at executive. 
 
    “Yeah,” Decker said, leaning back and straightening his aching back. “Yeah, I think so.”  
 
    “Cool, well… ” Rosa launched into her explanation again, but this time Decker headed her off before she could get into the swing of things. 
 
    “I think I know exactly what you’re talking about,” he said. “I think I know it in exactly the same way as you understand it yourself. Wellington’s cells are there one moment and not there the next essentially, right? His blood pressure suddenly dips and spikes back up every few seconds, and his heart stops. The electricity—the electrochemical charge that our neurons produce, and that fluctuates, depending on whether the neuron is at rest or is sending a signal—in his brain is stopping and starting. Is that about it?” 
 
    Rosa raised her eyebrows in mild surprise. 
 
    “Well, yeah,” she said. “Yeah, that pretty much covers it, cap.” 
 
    Decker grunted. “Not so hard to understand when you cut out about ninety percent of the polysyllabic words.” 
 
    Rosa gave him a funny look. 
 
    “This, understandably, is making you somewhat twitchy, Wellington,” Decker said, returning his attention to the man on the cot. “You are concerned, right? Perplexed. And I imagine a man such as you, one who prides himself on seeing all the angles without putting himself in danger of being cut by any of them, does not enjoy being perplexed.” 
 
    Wellington blinked. “Well, yes. There is that. And that feeling of, as you so adroitly labeled it, perplexity is made all the more acute by the fact that I feel absolutely fine. Normal.” 
 
    “Then how did you find out that the cellular structure of his body was up to no good?” Decker asked Rosa. 
 
    “I’ve been checking him periodically ever since his last seizure,” Rosa said. “In case I might be able to detect any anomalies in his biochemistry or neurological pathways. It was only because I was bored that I took a swab from the inside of his cheek, chucked it under the microscope, and then saw his squamous epithelial cells flickering on and off like dying LEDs.” 
 
    Decker pursed his lips and looked thoughtfully at Rosa. 
 
    “I don’t suppose you know what any of it means, do you, Haw—?” 
 
    His words were cut off by a sudden dull klaxon. Then, Lorelei’s voice came over the ship-wide speakers. 
 
    “We are exiting jump-space in three minutes time,” the blonde symbiote said. “Please ensure that everyone is strapped in.” 
 
    “Shit,” Decker said, “I want to be at the helm for this. Hawkes, finish up here and secure the pair of you. I’ll see you shortly.” 
 
    As Decker charged through the main control deck, Hera hailed him from where she was strapped into a bracer seat. 
 
    “I feel her, Captain Decker,” she said. “She is close. Almost too close. I fear we might end up on top of her.” 
 
    Decker strode into the flight deck, threw himself into the captain’s seat, and let the straps automatically close around his torso. 
 
    “Is the reading coming from the moon?” he asked Lorelei. 
 
    The symbiote was nowhere to be seen, but at Decker’s question she materialized in a coalescence of blue lights. 
 
    “That’s correct, Decker,” she said. “I admit though, that I am somewhat skeptical about the Farrago’s initial reading of this object.” 
 
    “What do you mean? There hasn’t been anything on the arrays or scanners that might hint at stealth tech, is there?” 
 
    “No,” Lorelei said slowly, “but… Well, I suppose we shall see. We’re almost ready to exit jump-space.” 
 
    Decker slipped one hand around the intuitive throttle of the living spaceship and eased the other into the strange glove-like groove that granted him neural access to the Farrago’s weapons and defenses arrays. He watched the huge monitor in front of him, which acted as a front window, then looked at the countdown timer in the bottom right hand corner of the display. 
 
    “Everyone strapped in?” he called over the comms. “That includes you, Craglin. Speak out if you require more time.” 
 
    After three seconds of nobody speaking, Decker said, “Very well. Preparing to emerge from jump-space in five… four… three… two…”  
 
    The monitor display, projecting the view from the Farrago’s forward cameras changed from the kaleidoscopic, mercurial monochrome of faster than light travel, before solidifying into the familiar black and white of the horizonless deep space. 
 
    “Ah,” Decker said at once. “That would be a space station wouldn’t it.” 
 
    It most certainly was a space station. A space station orbiting a small, blasted, dead planet, which appeared to have been hit by a meteor.  
 
    To Decker’s morbid and cynical mind, the planet looked like a head that’d had a bullet pass through one side of the cranium and out the other. The fragments of what might have been former continents hung in the void, like pieces of skull. 
 
    But it was the space station that took up the majority of Decker’s attention—one particular detail specifically. The three huge letters painted on its side. 
 
    GWC. 
 
    “Fuck,” Decker said. “That’s the fucking headquarters of the fucking Galactic Watch Committee…” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The purposes of space stations were as countless as their number throughout the Myrmidon System.  
 
    Most were orbital, built out on the edge of a host planet for ease of access from the planet itself, hanging on carefully calculated orbits that would never degrade, so that they could be worked on without having to be powered up until their reactors were absolutely ready. This not only reduced costs, but also reduced the chances of a cataclysmic reactor failure. Shuttles could bring workers, supplies, equipment, and anything else that was required in the manufacture of the sometimes moon-sized constructions straight up from the host planet’s surface.  
 
    Many of these space stations had been built long, long ago as galactic railheads, during the period of the Myrmidon System’s expansion. These outposts had housed the pioneers who had gone on to help colonize the system and bring, what many people still liked to call despite evidence to the contrary, civilization to the darker corners of the Myrmidon System. 
 
    The older space stations had, due to the mercurial nature of those times, been built, rebuilt, added to, and modified over the course of generations to suit whatever particular purpose was needed of them at that time. Some had started off as simple meteor and star observation stations, astronomical anomaly observatories, meteor count and planet analysis stations, simple radio relays, guided torpedo control hubs, military outposts, high-vacuum strain-free physics laboratories, asteroid mining camps, shuttle docks, strain-free and germ-free biological experiment stations, agricultural stations—or galactic farms, as they were known, and many other long defunct uses.  
 
    Now, due to the nature of the universe—but probably due even more to the inevitable way that humanity worked—a lot of the derelict or failing stations had been turned into the kind of shady orbital habitations where a space voyager could get just about anything they fancied—for a price, of course. 
 
    These places were the perfect nexuses for organized crime to flourish, given a station’s importance to inter-planetary commerce and transport. In the great emptiness of the void, relatively few places allowed one to dock and enjoy the comforts of home, and so there were always enterprising individuals who were looking for ways to fill those gaps in the market. 
 
    The real draw for such places, as Decker and Rosa well knew, was the lack of serious push to police them. This was because space stations were generally either privately owned or had been abandoned to be claimed by whoever might want them. Unless a space station was still being run by one government or planetary force, and that government or planetary force was extorting any and all who used the spaceport, security forces usually left them alone to govern themselves with whatever outlaw justice they saw fit. 
 
    Decker sighed. He would have welcomed one of those kinds of space stations. He knew those. He could lose himself in one of those.   
 
    This was anything but one of those. 
 
    The GWC base was authoritarianism made flesh—shiny, state-of-the-art, new flesh. 
 
    As a space station, it was never going to have to deal with such pesky things as gravity or atmosphere, and so aerodynamics had played absolutely no part in its design. It was all bristling, spiky function. It kinda resembled an old-fashioned cartwheel with a pile of junk and skyscrapers piled on top, with fins containing a plethora of shuttle bays, warehouses, cargo bays, and power generators underneath.  
 
    One of these fins was its very own prison wing, holding up to one thousand intergalactic inmates. It had been so designed that, if necessary, it could be ejected from the main body of the station and sent floating out into the unguessable depths of space. 
 
    It was, so far as threats went, the only one the GWC needed to hang over the inmates and ensure they didn’t try anything as foolish as a rebellion. 
 
    The hub on which the old-fashioned cartwheel turned ran through the center of the massive structure and protruded out into space below it, past the fins. It was to this hub that the GWC’s ships and space-cruisers would couple and discharge their loads of cops, prisoners, and visiting dignitaries. 
 
    “Such a monumentally vast floating edifice is powered by not one but three fusion reactors,” Lorelei breathed, while glued to the lidar schematics that the Farrago was piecing together. “That must mean, according to my calculations, that it is probably capable of thrust.” 
 
    “Holy shit,” Rosa said. “A space station that can move. No wonder Commissioner Briggs looks so goddamn smug all the time. She’s got the only toy like that that I have ever heard of.” 
 
    “Me too,” Decker growled. 
 
    With a couple of thoughts, he shared the picture of what was coming up on the displays down to Craglin in the engineering. A second later, the Renkiddion’s voice squawked over the comms. 
 
    “Bugger my black hole with a blue star, would you look at that fucking thing!” came the eloquent cry from below deck. 
 
    “How the hell did we not pick up that big bastard on any scanners?” Decker asked himself out loud. 
 
    “It’s that clever bitch, Commissioner Briggs,” Rosa said. 
 
    The official medical officer and unofficial co-pilot of the Farrago was striding down the length of the main control deck. Her face was grim. Her lips, which were normally crooked up in a knowing smile, were a firm line. Her sapphire eyes glinted like a couple of pieces of ice broken off the dark side of some lonely moon. 
 
    Given all that, and the fact that her general demeanor made her look about as tough as a stewed skunk and as cuddly as a wasp, Decker still couldn’t repress the notion that he’d like nothing better than to take her to bed for a couple of days. 
 
    “Briggs? What about her?” Decker asked. His eyes wandered back on the enormous looming presence dominating the majority of the front displays.  
 
    With a few thoughts and a couple of flexes of his right hand, Decker activated the retrograde rockets to slow their descent. He did it clumsily, only half his mind being on the job, but luckily everyone was strapped in except Rosa. The medical officer grunted as she was chucked hard back into the co-pilot’s seat. 
 
    “Sorry,” Decker said. 
 
    Rosa waved his apology away as her straps fastened themselves around her. 
 
    “Briggs is a bitch,” Rosa repeated, “but she’s smart. Parking that fucking monstrosity next to a dead planet is a great way to mask its signature. She must have picked it with care.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” Decker asked. He felt like he was trying to play catch-up and he didn’t like it. 
 
    “Now that we are out of jump-space, our scanners are picking up a lot of excess nuclear radiation,” Lorelei said with her eyes closed. “It must be spill-off from the planet’s ruptured core. Rosa is right. It’s a good way to cover up the drive signatures for the space station.” 
 
    Decker activated the kinetic barrier plates and made sure that they were in fully functioning order. 
 
    Of course, they were. 
 
    These plates did not enclose the ship in a single, all-encompassing bubble of protection that simply blocked and destroyed incoming missiles—whatever those missiles might be. Instead, they were a grid of plates imbued with a gravitic force, which could be activated as needed to intercept incoming material objects. The plates did not attempt to directly stop incoming projectiles; rather, their job was to bat them aside by imposing enough sideways vector on them to generate a miss on the Farrago. The theory was that this gravitic force could turn the living starship into a boulder, and any torpedoes, or the like, that were fired at it would become a stream slipping by it without touching it. 
 
    That was the theory anyway. 
 
    “Hera,” Decker said, turning in his seat toward the symbiote sitting at one of the consoles. “Hera, please tell me that the fifth symbiote isn’t…” 
 
    Decker’s voice tailed away as Hera nodded. She was studying the holographic manifestation of the GWC space station in front of her. 
 
    “I’m afraid so, Decker,” she said. 
 
    “Well, let me tell you right now,” Decker said. “We all have bounties on our heads—not official ones, but you know what I mean. Knowing this, heading inside the Galactic Watch Committee’s headquarters doesn’t strike me as the wisest idea.” 
 
    “But what choice do we have?” Lorelei asked. “If our fifth sister is inside, then we must at least try and free her.” 
 
    Saavi nodded her raven head. “It is a case of all of us or none of us. Unfortunate, but true. There is nothing to be gained by delaying what must inevitably have to be attempted, don’t you think, Decker?” 
 
    Decker scrubbed his hand across his shaved scalp until he caught himself doing it and stopped. He puffed out his cheeks. 
 
    “Yeah, I get what you’re saying,” he said. “There’s just this weird comfort in talking around in circles for a while, procrastinating, until we finally bite the bullet.” 
 
    “It’s almost tradition in these situations,” Rosa said. 
 
    “If I may interject my two credits’ worth?” Craglin said, stumping along the main control deck walkway and leaning on one of the bracer seats. 
 
    “Go on then, short-ass,” Rosa said magnanimously. “Let’s hear it.” 
 
    Craglin pushed the welding goggles onto the top of his shiny bald head. 
 
    “I reckon that this here is one of them prime examples of some authoritative big swinging dick—the GWC—probably not being in a position to expect people of a wanted nature to do something so brazen and ballsy—” 
 
    “—or so, so stupid—” Rosa said. 
 
    “—as walk right into their joint and try to just walk out with the one they seek,” Craglin said. 
 
    “You want us to just dock at the GWC headquarters, waltz in, and waltz out again?” Decker asked in a wooden voice. 
 
    “You ain’t going to get in there through any kind of clever subterfuge,” the Renkiddion said matter-of-factly. “And you ain’t going to get in there using force. They probably have more nukes in one battery than this ship does altogether, and that’s taking into consideration the fact that we have that new growth data from Hera which, I assume, we could use to generate missiles and ammunition as we need them. The ship is living, after all.” 
 
    Hera nodded slowly and thoughtfully. 
 
    “It would be possible,” she said, “but such things take time.” 
 
    “Ah, time, our old friend,” Rosa said, her voice heavy with sarcasm. 
 
    “I’d be interested to know why we’re not being painted with torpedo lasers right now, actually,” Decker said conversationally. “The station’s own sensors must have pinged as soon as we exited jump-space.” 
 
    “I had countermeasures in place for such an eventuality as this, Captain Decker,” Lorelei said. “I always do. We are, to basic radar scans, effectively invisible. At our current range our hull shape and color will make it impossible for anyone watching with the naked eye to see us, unless they happen to be looking for us, of course.” 
 
    It was only then that Decker realized that the retrograde rockets had ceased firing and the background hum of the reactor was silent. They were floating stationary, with most systems off or relegated to their most primary functions. 
 
    “May as well turn off the artificial gravity too, Lorelei,” he said to the blonde symbiote. “The less energy we’re bleeding, the better.” 
 
    A second later, Decker felt his bracer straps tighten another notch as he became weightless.  
 
    “So if we can’t blast our way in and we can’t sneak in, what the hell is the plan?” Rosa  asked. 
 
    “A very pertinent query,” Apricis said, her bright red hair floating around her head like a flower of fire. 
 
    “Well, we can’t just fly up and be let in, not even under the pretense of seeking aid, given that this ship looks alien, doesn’t have a recognized drive signature, and the transponder hasn’t been on this whole time,” Decker said thoughtfully. “All that adds up to us smelling like a rag-tag gang of bounty hunters or pirates.” 
 
    Craglin made a sound of agreement. 
 
    “Whatever way you slice it, we can’t take the Farrago in there,” the Renkiddion said. “She’ll attract too much attention. She’s too fucking pretty for her own good. It’s like when a properly hot lass walks into some of those titty bars on Dracone. It’s never long before someone gets too close, gets rebuffed, and then kicks off.” 
 
    Craglin patted the bracer seat he was leaning on and gave Lorelei a leering and meaningful look, which Decker would have been willing to bet the little man thought was winning and charming. 
 
    “Any engineer or sailor worthy of the name would want to take a look up our girl’s skirt and see what she’s made of,” he said. 
 
    Decker was only half listening. True enough, they couldn’t get in flying the Farrago. But, they needed to get inside the GWC station. That was what it boiled down to. 
 
    We need to get in, but not in this… We need to get in, but not… in… this…   
 
    “But not in this,” he muttered. 
 
    “What was that, cap?” Rosa asked. 
 
    “But not in this,” Decker repeated. “Craglin, you grubby little shit, I’d kiss you if I could be certain of where you’d been.” 
 
    “Cheers very much,” the little man said, smoothing his mustache. “You’re not at all my type and I’d rather be kissed by a railgun round moving eight and a half thousand feet per second, but—” 
 
    “We can get in there with the Farrago,” Decker said, “but we’re going to need an escort.” 
 
    Lorelei’s face suddenly lit up in understanding. 
 
    “Very bold, Decker,” she said. “Very bold indeed.” 
 
    “Holy crap, cap,” Rosa said, looking from Decker to Lorelei, “you’re talking about stealing a patrol vessel or something, aren’t you?” 
 
    Decker nodded grimly. He reached out and squeezed Rosa’s shoulder. 
 
    “We steal one of their own ships without the GWC becoming aware of it, take the crew hostage, then pretend that the Farrago is an impound ship,” he said. 
 
    Craglin raised his hands. His stature, if not the balding pate and wild ginger mustache, made him look like some madman’s version of a school kid. 
 
    “I have a question, Captain Decker,” he said. 
 
    “Go on,” Decker said. 
 
    “Such a ruse will supply us with ID tags and uniforms that we need, but how the hell are we going to get into a docking position with a GWC patrol vessel, even something as lightly crewed as a slow boat or a simple launch, without them radioing to base for help?” 
 
    Decker looked at Lorelei. 
 
    “I can intercept their transmissions back to the GWC headquarters, so long as we get close enough to them before they broadcast,” the symbiote said. “I believe the Farrago’s effective deadening range for wide-beam communications should be approximately two hundred kilometers.” 
 
    Rosa looked at Decker, her purple hair moving around her face like weed around a diver’s face. She looked uncertain. Decker did not blame her.  
 
    However, it was his job, as captain, to keep the morale of his team high. It was his job to try and convince them that there was every chance that they might not die, if they followed his lead. 
 
    “Come on, Hawkes,” he said. “You and I have picked up enough tricks over the years to impersonate GWC officers. These fuckers are just like all the other space cops we’ve had brushes with in the past. They’re caught in that gray area between being a designated galactic law enforcement agency and the private army of those nations that supply their budget. We can use that. The purpose of law is to punish trouble and strife, whereas the purpose of armed forces is to prevent trouble and strife.” 
 
    “You think we just need to get some uniforms and IDs and they’ll let us on that thing floating out there?” Rosa asked. 
 
    “I think so, yeah,” Decker said. 
 
    “So long as we have the correct call signs for the ship,” Craglin said, “I can’t see why the bastards wouldn’t welcome us with open arms. A prize is a prize, and the Farrago is a bloody prize and a half.” 
 
    “Lorelei, can you start a surreptitious sweep of the surrounding quadrant for any Galactic Watch Committee ships patrolling the outskirts of it? I’m thinking that one of the search parameters should be nothing over, say, fifty tons terrestrial weight. Anything bigger is less likely to be out and about doing grunt work, and more likely to try and turn us into molten slag solely for bragging rights.” 
 
    “According to the data I have access to,” Lorelei said. “A ship under thirty-five tons is usually more likely to have a crew of four or five non-combat trained GWC officers, Decker.” 
 
    “All right,” he said, “search for that. If you can ascertain age through their reactor signatures, then we’ll hijack the oldest one of those ships, make the officers our guests for a little while, steal their IDs, uniforms, and ship, then infiltrate the GWC HQ. Simple.” 
 
    A spluttering and chuckling focused Decker’s attention on Craglin. The little man leaned forward and sucked a single tiny silver globe of water—a tear of mirth, Decker realized—into his mouth. 
 
    When he noticed Decker watching him, Craglin hiccuped and said, “I’m a simple Renkiddion, Captain Decker, mate. You know, a pretty straight shooter all things considered, without a lot of complicated twists and turns in me. Look down a Renkiddion’s throat and you can see out their ass as the old saying goes. I know for a fact that, just ‘cause something is simple, doesn’t mean it’s easy.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Once they had something that vaguely resembled a plan, Decker put it into motion in no short order. The worst thing that you could do once you had cooked up a harebrained scheme, in his experience, was sit around and poke holes in it. You could riddle anything with holes given enough time, no matter how ironclad it might have sounded when you first thought it up. 
 
    And this plan is about as far away from ironclad as it is possible to be, he thought to himself as he propelled himself along the strategically placed handholds to the galley so that he could fix himself something to eat and drink. 
 
    Making himself a snack was something he often did when he had settled what he felt to have been a fairly momentous decision. It had taken him a little while to work out why that was. After a little introspection he had come to the conclusion that it was because making himself a feed was a task that he could not fail at, one that would not come back to bite him in the ass, and carried with it only the most outside possibility of him being killed.  
 
    Knowing the distinctly probable shitstorm they were all potentially about to be caught in, Decker took some solace in this. 
 
    It was the work of mere moments for Lorelei to identify and track down a small patrol ship belonging to the GWC. The ship was precisely the type they’d been hoping to find: a twenty-five ton modular cutter which, according to the database the Farrago accessed and matched the cruiser’s reactor signature to, looked more like a prisoner transport and scout ship than an active attack vessel. 
 
    Once their target was locked, Lorelei snuck the Farrago far enough away from the GWC headquarters, using only its nitrogen-powered thrusters, to blend in with the general space trash that inevitably orbited such a gargantuan man-made construction.  
 
    The flight out to intercept the cutter was tense but uneventful. They were comfortably within the two hundred kilometer range, when they were hailed by the Galactic Watch Committee craft. 
 
    “What shall we tell them, cap?” Rosa asked Decker from the co-pilot’s chair when they had been asked to state their identities and intentions. 
 
    “The fact that they’ve asked us for our intentions as well as our identification tells me that whoever is in charge of that thing might be a little on the high-strung side,” Decker said. “A bit defensive. Jittery.” 
 
    “So?” Rosa asked, after Decker had been quiet for a while. “Do you want to just go in all hard and threatening and put the willies up them?” 
 
    “Nah. Just tell them that we’re a fellow GWC vessel with a leaking air tank,” Decker said. “Ask them if they have any air to spare. You know, keep them talking, play for time. Use that voice you have.” 
 
    Rosa raised an eyebrow at him.  “What voice is that?” 
 
    “That, you know, alluring one you do,” Decker said, avoiding her eyes. 
 
    Rosa’s other eyebrow rose to meet the first one. 
 
    “What alluring voice would that be, cap?” she asked in a low curious voice. 
 
    Decker, who had been sufficiently distracted by recent events to forget that Rosa had spied on him and Hera making the beast with two backs, was suddenly reminded of the fact with startling clarity. 
 
    “That’s the one,” he said, clearing his voice. “Use that one.” 
 
    Whether it was Rosa’s voice as she bandied radio messages back and forth with the small cutter, or the overly trusting nature of whoever was in command, but by the time the GWC craft decided to send a communication back to the space station, it was already way too late. 
 
    As soon as the message had gone out and been absorbed by the Farrago’s clever software, being overseen by Lorelei, Decker changed tactics. 
 
    “Now we threaten them,” he said. 
 
    Within the space of three seconds, he was painting the GWC cutter with a targeting laser and had four of the Farrago’s nuclear torpedo tubes open for business.  
 
    “Hail your friends again, Rosa,” the bounty hunter said. “Let them know that we’re coming aboard and that they can either let us in through the front door or we can turn them all into slag and blow them out the back one.” 
 
    To Decker’s surprise, the cutter tried to make a run for it. It was in this attempt though, that the last of their resistance crumbled. Decker, never being one to not use an advantage, had decided to use one of his symbiote powers to help hijack the ship. 
 
    His metallurgence held the craft fast even as the pilot gave the little vessel everything the small reactor had in it. It was a sore trial for Decker, using the Farrago as a magnet, but it turned out to be well worth it. 
 
    As the exhaust plume flared, but the GWC vessel refused to move, Rosa explained to the gentlefolk that the Farrago was an alien craft. She told them it had the ability to soak up their distress calls, make their reactor inoperable, and destroy the crew in a host of violent and dreadful ways without even setting foot on their spaceship should they not comply. 
 
    “Power down,” Rosa advised. “Power down and none of you will be harmed.” 
 
    Within a minute, the vessel’s signature had faded and died. A few minutes after that, Craglin had made the extendable airlock on the belly of the Farrago fast on the top hatch of the GWC craft. 
 
    Just to throw the crew further off balance, Decker allowed Rosa to lead Saavi, Apricis, and Hera into the enemy vessel and take control of it. When he received confirmation from Rosa, sitting in the pilot’s chair, that she and the symbiotes had captured a small crew consisting of two greenhorns, one vet, and one female officer who had fallen into disgrace, he couldn’t help but allow himself a smile. 
 
    “You’re smiling at the fact we have managed to secure an enemy craft without bloodshed?” Lorelei asked him. 
 
    Decker watched the onboard cameras as the enemy crew members were escorted to the brig by the four beautiful women dressed in shocksuits and carrying spacer carbines. 
 
    “No,” he said. “I’m laughing at what must be going through the heads of that motley crew. Look at them all. That old boy on the cusp of retirement probably thought we’d torpedoed them and he’d gone to paradise when he opened the airlock door and saw Rosa and the others standing there.” 
 
    “It is not usual for the women who look like my sisters and Rosa to take crews prisoner?” Lorelei asked. 
 
    “Not usual, no,” Decker said, grinning. “Just like it’s not usual for prisoners to be sporting the kinds of erections you could moor the GWC headquarters to as they’re led from their ship.” 
 
    Lorelei leaned closer to one of the monitors. “I don’t see—” 
 
    “I’m kidding,” Decker said as he watched the four prisoners being divested of their uniforms and identifications. They had been savvy enough to leave their sidearms onboard the cutter. “However, as far as hostile takeovers go, I think these guys have had probably the most aesthetically pleasing boarding that anyone has ever experienced.“  
 
    Once they had changed into the generic gray flight suits of the Farrago, the four prisoners were stowed in separate cells in the brig and left to mull over what the fuck had just happened to them. 
 
    When the crew of the Farrago were all gathered together on the main control deck, Decker turned to Rosa and put an encouraging hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “I know you’re not a pilot strictly speaking, Hawkes,” he said, “but we both know that you’re capable of piloting that cutter and guiding her into the GWC base.” 
 
    “You want me to pilot the stolen ship?” she asked. 
 
    “Yeah, but Hera will go with you,” Decker said. “My idea is that the two of you plus Craglin and myself are going to go aboard the GWC headquarters. Makes sense to me, that if a Galactic Watch Committee vessel found salvage, they would split their crew between the two.” 
 
    “That means I’ll have to tune into the GWC HQ’s radio frequency, right?” Rosa asked, and there was the faintest hint of trepidation in her voice. 
 
    “Yeah. That’s not going to be a problem is it?” Decker asked. 
 
    Rosa made a face. “I mean, I’m not going to lie to you and say that I’m not a little concerned that I won’t be able to talk my way in there without seeming suspicious, cap.” 
 
    Decker considered this. “I wouldn’t mind swapping roles with you. Only once we get in there and land in whatever hanger bay they assign us to, the pilot of the Farrago might have to field a few tricky questions. I wanted to take that on myself, should it happen.” 
 
    “Lorelei, is there any way you can bounce the radio signal from the GWC craft to the Farrago so that the cap can talk?” Rosa asked. 
 
    Lorelei shook her head. “I don’t think so. I don’t think a patch like that will allay suspicion as to what has been done.” 
 
    “I’ll tell you what,” Decker said, “the callsign for the craft on most of these little patrol vessels, from what I remember, is usually marked near the comms array somewhere because the flight crews are always changing. It’s a pain in the ass to try and make all the officers remember the callsigns for the different vessels when they’re getting switched between crews all the time. I’ll use my mentalism to speak to you from the Farrago and tell you the sort of stuff to say back to the space station control.” 
 
    Rosa looked unconvinced, but to her credit she changed into the GWC uniform without a word of complaint. It was only when she was dressed and looking at Decker, Hera, and Craglin that she pulled Decker aside and said, “You sure this has a chance of working, cap?” 
 
    Decker gave her a lopsided sardonic grin. “I haven’t been dead positive of anything working out since I ran away from the marines training camp and was picked up by Tyk, Hawkes,” he said. “But, I wouldn’t put you in a position that I thought was hopeless. You can trust me on that.” 
 
    Rosa nodded. She glanced over at Hera and Craglin. To Decker’s amazement, the Renkiddion took a few tactful steps away from them and busied himself by looking over the blueprint of the GWC headquarters that the Farrago had been able to compile. 
 
    “It’s just… If we’d reached the point… If we’d reached the end of the road… I’d want to go down on the Farrago. With you, cap. You know what I mean?” 
 
    Decker nodded gravely. 
 
    “Yeah, I know, Hawkes,” he said. “I know everything you need to tell me without you having to say it out loud. Just like every other person who has lived and seen death come calling at the side of someone else knows what you’re trying to say.” 
 
    Rosa nodded and swallowed. 
 
    Decker pulled his facial features into something that resembled a smile. 
 
    “That’s not today, though,” he said. “That day is not today. Do you know what I’m saying?” 
 
    Rosa nodded again. 
 
    “It’s not often that we can look in the mirror and say that we’re heroes, Hawkes,” Decker said. “But, with this endeavor we find ourselves on, I think that we can.” 
 
    “I fucking hope not, not for this next bit,” Craglin said, breaking a nice moment up with the consummate skill of the professional pain in the ass. “We need to be the villains for this next bit.” 
 
    “How do you figure that?” Rosa croaked. 
 
    “Villains enshroud themselves in death like shock suits, mate,” Craglin said. “They do this because the bad bastards of this universe usually find themselves in tighter spots than those that might be considered heroes. And the reason for that is ‘cause they have ambition and passion. They make their stories happen. They wring their futures from a world that don’t want them to have a future at all. Villains don’t fear death. And neither can we.” 
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    It took them a good half a day to get back to the GWC HQ. They had to trundle back at the sort of speed that a small beat-up craft might cruise back to base with an incredible prize in tow. 
 
    “If the crew are like any of the other security forces that run around this system, they’d take their sweet time getting back,” Decker said to Craglin, who had taken Rosa’s position in the co-pilot’s seat. 
 
    “Yeah,” the Renkiddion said, “so they’d have longer to drink the booze they weren’t supposed to have and get over the hangovers they wouldn’t be able to explain.” 
 
    Decker fidgeted in his seat the closer they got to the looming vastness of the GWC base. The ill-fitting uniform of pine green, complete with sashed holster, was too tight in all the places that counted. 
 
    “What’s wrong, Captain Decker, you got ants in your pants?” Craglin quipped after Decker had stretched his thigh so much that a seam had partly given. 
 
    “These damn trousers are so tight they could be painted on,” Decker grumbled. 
 
    “You sure you haven’t loved a lass that wasn’t clean, mate?” the Renkiddin joked. “It happens to us all, you know.” 
 
    “No,” Decker said, wriggling uncomfortably, “I just guess that the GWC doesn’t employ anyone who has to worry overly about how tight something is in the crotch. It’s probably why you’re so comfortable over there.” 
 
    He glanced sideways at the short Renkiddion and snorted. The little man was dressed in the same uniform, but had been obliged to make some alterations to the length of the arms of the tunic and the trouser legs with a laser cutter and a hot sealant gun. All in all, the little fellow had made a perfectly passable job of it. Decker just hoped that the sealed seams would hold long enough for them to complete their mission. 
 
    And what a mission that’s going to be, he thought, as he steered the Farrago along behind the cutter being piloted by Rosa and Hera. Break into what is most probably the most tightly defended security complex in the system, free a prisoner that is likely guarded by all sorts of top level equipment and the most stringent protocols, then cruise on out again in a spaceship that sticks out like a sore thumb. 
 
    “Just another fucking day at the office, eh?” Craglin asked eerily, as if he could read Decker’s mind. 
 
    They were still quite far out when the station’s traffic control tower hailed. Decker had linked himself mentally with Rosa and so he heard the radio crackle in the stolen cutter. Thankfully, there was very little that Rosa needed guidance on in the end. As Decker has suspected, she had found the cutter’s callsign laser branded across the top of the slightly antiquated comms panel. 
 
    Although she might not have had as much confidence in her abilities as she should have, when the time came for action, Rosa Hawkes was not one to be found wanting. She handled the radio transaction with admirable aplomb, and Decker only put a few choice pieces of security forces lingo that he had picked up in his time into her head so that she could use them to cement her charade. 
 
    “Congratulations on the salvage, Graytooth Eight,” the controller said, having checked the cutter’s callsign with its transponder signal and reactor signature. “I have cleared you for level Axis-Two, berth eighteen and nineteen. I’ve sent the position to your central display… now. Me and the rest of the guys up here look forward to hearing about the capture at some point. Welcome home.” 
 
    “Level Axis-Two, berth eighteen and nineteen, copy that,” Rosa said. Her voice was honey and bourbon, even through the radio waves. “Display reads good. We’ll keep an eye out for you after the shift change. My drink’s a vat-made rum in case you’re interested.” 
 
    There was some laughter from the control room. “Copy that, Graytooth Eight.” 
 
    “Graytooth Eight out,” Rosa said. 
 
    Working as a team, taking their time and not panicking, the two successfully followed the coordinates to the berths assigned them in the docking bay, which turned out to be two levels below the central hub of the station.  
 
    After what felt like years, and with nervous perspiration tickling his brow, Decker set the Farrago down with a gentle bobbing of shock attenuators. At his signal, Lorelei cut the reactor, and their ship powered down. 
 
    “Right,” Craglin said, “that’d be us swallowed and whole and in the belly of the beast, wouldn’t it. Now we just have to see whether or not we’re going to be shit out again.” 
 
    Once they were docked, the team acted quickly. There was no time for second guessing anything at that point. They were committed and every single one of them knew it. 
 
    “Like shacking up with your first lady of ill repute,” Craglin said happily, as he and Decker waited for the pressurized docking system to extend out and latch itself onto the airlock on the starboard side of the Farrago. 
 
    “You might have to explain that metaphor for those of us who haven’t paid for the pleasure, or venereal diseases, of the flesh, Craglin,” Decker replied, trying to keep his too small trousers from disappearing up his backside. 
 
    “The moment you’re in and you’re balls deep, there’s no point in trying to pull out,” Craglin said. “Come what may, you might as well see it to the climax.” 
 
    “That’s actually not a bad figure of speech,” Decker said grudgingly. 
 
    Once both the living spaceship and the stolen GWC cutter had been connected to the main edifice of the station by the pressurized docking system, Decker, Rosa, Craglin, and Hera left their crafts and floated along the extendable walkways, wearing what felt like ridiculously flimsy outfits of the GWC officers. All the symbiotes bar Hera were to remain hidden on the Farrago, which in turn would be locked securely by Lorelei. 
 
    The massive hangar, in which their two ships were but a couple in a neat line of eleven vessels, was open to space. Through the small double-layered windows on the pressurized and oxygenated docking system, Decker observed stevedores, dock workers, and security officers, all geared up in spacesuits of one kind or another working around the docked space-cruisers in their berths. 
 
    Some of the dock workers piloted man-amplifiers, unloading cargo and making repairs to some of the parked crafts. Walking around the metal landing pads with their magnetic boot attachments powered up, some of the security teams escorted prisoners toward large prison ships headed to penal colonies or stations.  
 
    All was busy and bustling, with everyone seemingly getting on with their jobs. It seemed crazy to Decker that no one was paying them notice, scratching their heads suspiciously at the two new space-cruisers that had just landed. 
 
    Of course, some of the men and women who passed the Farrago did nudge one another and point at the strange craft. But in a station as massive and busy as the GWC base, new ships came and went all the time. Nothing about the symbiote ship gathered more interest than any of the others parked around it, except for its slightly more outlandish design. 
 
    Decker pictured Saavi, Lorelei, and Apricis hunkered down in their ship, making sure the women and men of the GWC that they had abducted remained safe and secure, hidden and locked up. He tried not to worry about them. Their prisoners, and the frazzled Dorian Wellington, were their responsibility now and there was nothing Decker could do to help them. 
 
    Craglin and Decker waited for the airlock to cycle. 
 
    “I’m very aware of leaving both of those motherfucking ships, our two escape routes, sitting in the landing bay,” Craglin commented. 
 
    Decker said nothing for a moment. 
 
    “Just try and act like you belong here,” he said to the Renkiddion. 
 
    “This is a giant security force station,” Craglin said under his breath. “I do belong here. Just on the other side of all the locked doors.” 
 
    In and out, as quick as we can be, Decker reminded himself. 
 
    The airlock doors cycled, they dropped heavily to the floor as the spin of the closed station reasserted gravity, and they stepped out into the corridor beyond. They were, as of that moment, officially infiltrating the HQ of the Galactic Watch Committee. 
 
    Rosa and Hera were waiting for them in the immaculate and boring corridor. Rosa made a show of checking her omni-com busily, like any good and diligent member of the GWC might. 
 
    Decker greeted the two women with a not too familiar nod. 
 
    “Hera,” he said in a low voice, “I hope you can sense where you’re going, because I don’t mind telling you being surrounded by law enforcement makes me more than a little uneasy.” 
 
    “Is this because of the life in which you, and I quote Rosa here, have ‘scratched a few laws in your time’?” Hera asked quietly. 
 
    Decker made a noncommittal sound in the back of his throat. “We might’ve broken a few and tarnished a lot more,” he admitted. “But it seems to me like the more laws and orders that’ve been implemented over the years, the more criminals have sprung up in their wake. And where there are more criminals…”  
 
    Decker nodded at some GWC workers as they passed the loitering quartet. 
 
    “…more goddamn security forces have emerged,” Decker finished. 
 
    Hera raised her head and nodded along the stretch of gleaming white and gray corridor behind them. 
 
    “That way,” she said. “My sister is that way.” 
 
    It was a funny thing, but Decker had always found that the best way to blend in was to forget, mostly, that you were in disguise. That was to say, just because he and his three companions were dressed like security officers didn’t mean that they needed to act like security officers were expected to act—not as law-keepers. Instead, Decker acted like he knew galactic security officers to act generally. That was to say, like normal, lazy human beings who really only wanted to do the minimum amount of work they could get away with and still get paid. 
 
    Hera and Rosa, leading the way, garnered the kind of attention that attractive females had always garnered; surreptitious glances of the less confident male officers, lascivious winks and a few not-so-clever remarks from some of the cockier officers. Decker and Craglin got a few weird looks themselves, but as Decker looked like the epitome of the surly officer having a bad day, no one said anything to him. 
 
    “It’s this fucking uniform,” Decker hissed, tugging at his chafing pants when he thought no one was looking. “Typical that of all the GWC troopers we could have taken prisoner, we took those with shoulders slimmer than my mother.”  
 
    Strolling around as if they belonged there—which, as Craglin had pointed out, they did—they traversed the HQ following Hera’s uncanny symbiote sense of direction. The trickiest aspect of infiltrating their way down through the levels of the base, for all except Hera herself, was curbing the instinct not to hurry.  
 
    Every nerve in Decker’s body jangled with want to dash through the massive facility as fast as his legs could carry him, retrieve his prize, and then get the hell out of there and into the untraceable anonymity of jump-space. 
 
    It was the guilt of being somewhere they shouldn’t be, surrounded by people who would, ordinarily, like nothing better than giving them a good, swift clubbing with the butts of their riot-guns. Luckily, that guilt was the variety that fired a person’s soul to a purpose, rather than the kind that drowned them into inaction. 
 
    Speaking of which, Decker thought, as he saw a group of officers dressed in shock suits and carrying riot-guns, it might be a good idea to get our hands on a couple of those if chance allows. Just in case. 
 
    They took elevators where they could, but mostly kept the pace slow as Hera led the way. The search took them through different parts of the GWC base: the officer training academy, a small weapons research facility, and one of what must have been many canteens, just to name a few. 
 
    “Having those two chicks walking ahead of us has probably gotten us out of more trouble than all the security passes and all the pulser pistols in the system,” Craglin said under his breath, as a group of four male security officers dressed in the slightly more elaborate sashed uniform of sergeants or captains swiped their security passes and stepped aside to let Rosa and Hera through the door ahead of them. 
 
    “Yeah,” Decker muttered, nodding his thanks to the smiling men, as he and Craglin passed by. “It’s amazing how much easier clandestine operations are with a smile with no missing teeth and a perky pair of—” 
 
    “Would you keep it down back there, cap?” Rosa said over her shoulder, the amusement evident in her voice. 
 
    Craglin patted Decker as far up the arm as he could reach. “Yeah, I know what you mean, mate,” he said. “That’s sexual discrimination for you though, isn’t it? People look at the likes of me and they don’t see a smile, they just see teeth, you know?” 
 
    Decker looked down at the little man. “Really? They see teeth? Even with everything else that’s going on above your neckline?” 
 
    Craglin chuckled throatily. “Ah, fuck you very much, Captain Decker.” 
 
    Hera guided them smoothly toward where the fifth symbiote was being held. 
 
    If she is being held, Decker reminded himself. There’s no evidence to support that theory yet. Except for her being located in what amounts to be one of the biggest security stations in the Myrmidon System, of course. 
 
    As they marched through the corridors, Decker’s fear of being outed began to seep away. He began to wonder how the fifth symbiote ended up here, if she was being held, whether the Galactic Watch Committee might have taken her in, and to what end they were keeping her here.   
 
    They traversed the labyrinthine collection of corridors that was the GWC HQ. Without Hera to guide them there would have simply been no way for them to find a bathroom, let alone their objective. The structure was simply far too massive. 
 
    No expense had been spared in its design, construction, and furnishing. To Decker’s incredulous amazement, some fancy fuck had even taken it upon themselves to place potted cuttings of real, genuine flora around the place. 
 
    When Decker pointed this out to Craglin, the Renkiddion glanced at the shrub, shuddered, and then turned away. 
 
    “Brrr,” he said, “I detest shit like that. It just reeks of the classic corporate and bureaucratic ‘boosting workers’ morale tactic.” 
 
    Decker grunted. He could see what the little fellow was getting at, but couldn’t deny that he relaxed at the sight of the sporadically placed splotches of green. As far as morale boosters went, plants were effective. 
 
    “Not far now,” Hera whispered to them as they descended a long sloping ramp into a windowless corridor of burnished steel. “The signal is getting stronger and has steadied—if that’s the correct word to use. I think this is the right level at least.” 
 
    On reaching the end of this highly polished, quite sterile hallway, they turned right and headed in the direction of the axis. They made toward the hub of the wagon wheel structure, though they must have been at least seven levels below the central axis. 
 
    They met no one. The only sound was the rhythmic tramp of their boots on the metal floor.  
 
    There were no other officers down here, but the security passes they had taken from their prisoners had still allowed them to get as far as they had. Decker’s intuition was flashing warning signs. He could practically smell the restricted access in the air. 
 
    Eventually, they came upon a vault-like door. There was no sign reading ‘The End of the Line’, but there might as well have been. The faceless steel sat as finally as an implacable period at the end of the corridor. The door was blank, free of anything that might have been a keyhole or biometric reader. There was only a nondescript panel on the wall to the right of it. 
 
    “I don’t like this,” Rosa said softly as they came to a halt in front of the massive portal. 
 
    “What’s there to like, darl?” Craglin said philosophically. “We’re outside a big fuck off door, which looks like it could resist a torpedo strike, armed only with these passes nicked from a bunch of the most lily-livered GWC poltroons ever to sail a space-cruiser. If these security passes allow us to get through that thing, I’ll be a bloody monkey’s uncle’s saggy scrotum.” 
 
    Rosa looked sideways at the Renkiddion. “Now that you mention it, there is something of the testicle pouch about you…” 
 
    Decker pulled out his small metal security pin, swiped the ID across the panel, and… 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    “Looks like we don’t have clearance,” he said, managing to refrain from snarling it. 
 
    Hera bit her lip and looked at the floor. She had one hand to her head. 
 
    “She is through here,” she said quietly. “As sure as the void is cold, she is through here.” 
 
    “Lorelei, are you able to see whether there is another way through this door?” Decker asked telepathically. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Decker, I’m unable to make in-depth lidar scans without triggering the anti-observation arrays that the station is protected by,” the elfin symbiote replied. “I’ll try to access the space station’s data files, but to be frank, it is a vast network and it will take some time for me to locate blueprints and send them securely through to your omni-com.” 
 
    Decker considered using metallurgence. He quested out with his mind, mentally probing a feel for the intimidatingly strong-looking portal. He thought he might be able to do it. 
 
    “Lorelei, if I try and crack this thing open with my mind, would you and Saavi and Apricis be able to bolster my strength from where you are?” he asked. 
 
    Lorelei hesitated before she answered. “Yes,” she said slowly, “but the strain might still be substantial, Decker. Not to mention it will most likely draw a lot of attention to you. It might even breach the pressure seals of the structure itself.” 
 
    “Shit,” Decker said under his breath. “What to do? What the hell to do?” 
 
    “This might be a bit of a hackneyed idea,” Craglin said, scratching industriously at his ring of flyaway ginger hair, “but it seems like the day for unimaginative schemes—after the number we just pulled on that cutter.” 
 
    “Get on with it, short-ass,” Rosa said. 
 
    “Sorry, darl, sorry,” Craglin said unctuously. “Well, how’s this for a new plan: we’ll wait until someone with clearance walks on down here, and then our good captain here can use that tricky mentalism hocus-pocus that he has to compel the bugger to let us into the room.” 
 
    There was a pause as they all considered this. 
 
    “As far as what we have got to work with currently,” Hera said, “that’s not a terrible idea.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Decker said, whose gut intuition was twanging like a weather probe in a category seven solar particle storm. “Only thing is, do you see anyone else down he—” 
 
    The room hummed. The massive vault door began to unlock. It opened from the middle, a huge circular bay pocket door, whose seamless segments slid into the walls around the opening. It was a wonderful piece of engineering and drew an appreciative gasp from Craglin. 
 
    Decker, unfortunately, did not have time to spare for the wonders of the aperture. His attention was commandeered by the figures blocking the now open doorway. 
 
    There were seven of them, but Decker’s gaze was on the woman who stood behind a couple of burly guards, each of whom held a fray-wand in their hands. She radiated authority like a star radiated light. 
 
    Tall, blonde, she was clad in a shock suit polished to a silvery mirror sheen. A short white cloak was fastened to the pauldrons hung halfway down her back. She had a face as soft and sweet and yielding as an anvil. 
 
    It was the face of a woman whose lack of compunction when it came to not taking any shit from anyone was part of her job description. It was the face of a woman who had risen to her elevated position because she was the hardest working, most cunning, and most brutal of the GWC—and that was saying something. It was the face of a woman who could kick it with the very worst of the Myrmidion’s System’s scum when required, as well as cross swords with the slimiest of politicians. 
 
    Decker also had an inkling that she was more than capable of being bribed, or doing something strictly for her own benefit should she want to. In the lighting-fast opinion that he formed of her, Decker thought she looked stoic and dependable and righteous, and was basically as crooked as a barrel of fish hooks, so long as the price was right. 
 
    The woman approached, her guard keeping step perfectly with her, only moving when she did. 
 
    Good doggies, Decker thought sourly. 
 
    “Well well well, if it isn’t James Decker,” the woman said, running her hand over the top of her oiled blonde hair, as if to make sure it was looking presentable. Decker tried not to bristle at the use of his name. 
 
    “Commissioner Hilda Briggs, head of the GWC, and all round shiny big dick,” he replied pleasantly, even as he gave her one of his special, cold, killing looks. 
 
    The two guards in front of the Commissioner shuffled forward almost before the final syllable of ‘dick’ had faded in the air. 
 
    Their fray-wands—batons that could deliver a crippling dose of electricity to a target—were raised in their hands. 
 
    As the other three of his company took automatic steps away from the onrushing men, Decker stood his ground. He stepped under a clumsy swing from the bigger of the two officers and hammered him twice in the kidney, so hard that the man dropped to one knee, coughing spit in a wheeze across the shiny floor. 
 
    Decker dodged a keen jab from the second officer, stepped in, and struck him in the guts with one big fist. The man dropped, clutching at his stomach. 
 
    The first man tried to zap Decker’s leg with the fray-wand, but Decker stomped his hand. The man dropped his weapon and screamed.  
 
    Decker hauled the bigger man up by the collar of his uniform tunic. He knocked him once, twice, three times in the face. His own countenance was as impassive as if he was digging a hole or checking the news feeds on his omni-com. The man crumbled when his nose broke with a sickening crack.  
 
    Then, Decker flicked one of the relinquished fray-wands up from the floor with the toe of his boot—ripping the thigh seam of his too tight trousers as he did so—and touched it to the temple of the second guard. There was a soft friiiing sound, a dull blue glow, and the second guard flopped to the deck. 
 
    “Enough.” 
 
    Decker looked up. He found himself staring down the barrel of five pulse pistols. 
 
    “Enough,” Briggs said again. 
 
    Decker relaxed his stance, tossed down the fray-wand, and took a step away from the downed guards. 
 
    Briggs ran her eyes over Decker, looking him over like he was a new aug that had just stepped off the line. 
 
    “And you’re only a little out of breath,” she said. 
 
    “Yeah, well, I’ve had some time off,” Decker said shortly. 
 
    Briggs’ eyes moved over Decker’s shoulders to take in the rest of the group. 
 
    “A Renkiddion, a pair of bounty hunters, and an unknown traveler walk into a GWC space station…” Commissioner Briggs said. 
 
    “Sounds like the start to some shitty joke,” Decker said, not taking his gaze from the unsmiling eyes of the head of the Galactic Watch Committee. 
 
    Briggs snorted. “If it’s a joke Decker,” she said, “then I think it’s safe to say that you lot are the butt of it. And I’m afraid you’re not going to find it very amusing.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Who did you kill or incapacitate to get in here, Captain Decker?” Briggs asked. 
 
    Decker raised his eyebrows innocently. 
 
    “What makes you say that?” he asked. “I’m sure you know as well as anyone else that the GWC has a reputation for being pretty discriminating when it comes to its hiring practices.” 
 
    “Mercs who fancy a regular paycheck, former bounty hunting and hassassin guild members who have sold out their friends, and your run-of-the-mill ne’er-do-wells can all find a home at the Galactic Watch Committee,” Rosa said from behind Decker. 
 
    He half-turned his head toward her, although he was careful to keep one eye on Commissioner Briggs. “Is that the jingle?” he asked. 
 
    “We don’t have a jingle,” Briggs snapped. 
 
    “You should,” Decker said. 
 
    “You can use that one,” Rosa said. “Send me a check if you end up using it.” 
 
    Briggs’ eyes narrowed. Her impressive no-nonsense jaw was clamped tight. A muscle ticked at her temple with the rhythmic pulse of a metronome. 
 
    “Rosa Hawkes,” she said. “I expected to see you here too. The only one of this man’s former crew of the Fortune who decided to jump ship with its former captain.” 
 
    Rosa said nothing. Decker kept his eyes on Briggs, so he could not see the frost-cool stare that his medical officer was doubtless giving her.  
 
    “As for what gave you away, Decker,” Briggs said. “You looked like you and the Renkiddion behind you got your uniforms mixed up. Those pants couldn’t be tighter if they were spray-painted on. I can practically hear the seams creaking from here.” 
 
    Decker looked down at his trousers. 
 
    “That’s not the fashion?” he asked. 
 
    Briggs snorted. 
 
    Currently, Decker was trying to employ what he called the ‘Duck’s Approach to Impromptu Tactics’. It was a method of thinking that he had sometimes mentioned to new crew, specifically those new crew members he thought might survive longer than their first two missions. The Duck’s Approach was all about keeping your cool on the surface during tense and stressful encounters, while under it you frantically paddled like fuck in an attempt not to sink. 
 
    Decker pointed at the Commissioner’s small white cape. 
 
    “What’s with the reversed napkin? Did we disturb you at dinner?” he asked. 
 
    Briggs ignored the barb. 
 
    “I don’t know where you’ve come from, Decker, or how long you’ve been in the void, but it’s breakfast time on this station.” 
 
    “Ah,” Decker said. 
 
    One of Briggs’ guards shifted slightly at the Commissioner’s side, but stilled his movements at a glance from her. 
 
    Shit, she has these hounds well trained, Decker thought.  
 
    Briggs turned her attention back to Decker. She smiled. It was a cold one that never reached anywhere near her eyes, so Decker was not surprised when it lost steam roughly around her nostrils. She sighed and folded her hands in front of her. 
 
    “Captain Decker,” she said, “you and I have had our run-ins in the past, yes?” 
 
    “This is off the record, right?” he asked. 
 
    The Commissioner snorted. “To your credit, I suppose, you and your crew have always managed to squeak away—sometimes with a bit more of a roar than a ‘squeak’.” 
 
    “Look, if you’re referring to the firestorm that swept through the slave market on Gnolla-9,” Decker cut in, “that had nothing to do with us. The Fortune just happened to be there on a routine air and water resupply and—” 
 
    “My point,” Briggs said, sliding her interruption into his ramblings like a stiletto through a gap between two ribs, “is that whenever you and the GWC have crossed paths—” 
 
    “Allegedly,” Decker said loudly. 
 
    “—you have always managed to get away or spirit your ship out of sight,” she finished. 
 
    “Allegedly,” he said again. 
 
    “You’re smart, Decker,” Commissioner Briggs said. “You’re a lot more intelligent than many of those puffed up morons that call themselves my contemporaries would believe.” 
 
    Decker raised an eyebrow, but did not allow his stance to relax in the slightest.  
 
    “Are you trying to butter me up, Commissioner?” he asked. 
 
    “I’m simply stating the facts. Being realistic. Now, in being such, I would also like to say, in full disclosure, that the lack of respect that my compeers have for you, and others in your line, is due to them being both big-headed and small-minded—two qualities that are at once dangerous and irritating. However, having said that, I know from studying your methods and reading the reports on the brushes that you and your ships have had with my troopers—” 
 
    “Allegedly,” Decker said. 
 
    “—that there is more to you than meets the eye. What’s more, I believe that you are smart enough to have cultivated and encouraged the reputation you have of just being one lucky son of a gun. Nothing is more likely to give someone like you an edge than an opponent who thinks that the only reason you have come as far as you have is because of luck.” 
 
    “Shit, Briggs,” Decker said, “listening to you harp on like that makes me believe that I must have the universe by its tail.” 
 
    Commissioner Briggs looked down contemptuously at the two troopers who Decker had laid out in swift order. One was still completely senseless, while the other had crabbed out to rest against the wall and was now nursing his broken face. Then her eyes returned to Decker’s face. They held all the warmth of the void itself. 
 
    “The closest you’ve come to having the damn universe by its tail is being a dingleberry on one of its ass hairs, Decker,” she said. “It’s about time that you, and all your bounty hunter pals, realized that.” 
 
    A choking, crackling sounded in the still and quiet confines of the corridor. Briefly, Decker closed his eyes. There was a thump, as someone—probably Rosa—hit someone else—most likely Craglin—to try and shut them up. 
 
    “Sorry, sorry,” the Renkiddion wheezed. “It’s just that that was a powerful bit of imagery. The ass booger of the sphincter hair of the universe! Now there’s something we can all aspire to being, eh?” 
 
    “What I am trying to get at, Decker,” Briggs said, ignoring Craglin entirely, “is that, though you would have few believe it, you are smarter than this. A man like you should not be turning up at the hub of GWC operations in a uniform three sizes too small for you. This leads me to one conclusion and one conclusion only. That whatever the reason for you being here is, it must be a good one. What has driven you out of whatever hole you’ve been hiding in?” 
 
    Briggs took a step toward Decker. As one, her remaining bodyguards matched her step. 
 
    “What,” she said, “are you doing here?” 
 
    Decker’s mind was still wheeling, trying to think of how he was going to get himself and his friends out of this mess. As seconds slid by, he became increasingly aware that there was probably only one avenue open to them. 
 
    “Well,” he said, hearing his mouth forming the words even as his eyes darted from Briggs, to the stark walls of the gleaming all-steel corridor behind her, to the incongruous potted shrubs against the walls, “I’d heard so much about this place, you know, and—” 
 
    “No, Decker, I’m not asking what you’re doing at the space station,” Briggs cut in, “I’m asking what you’re doing here.” 
 
    He noted that the commissioner of the Galactic Watch Committee had ratcheted up the volume a little now. There was an air of command to her question.  
 
    “What are you doing here,” she repeated. “Here. In this specific corridor?” 
 
    “Chance?” Decker tried. 
 
    “Try again.” 
 
    “Are you likely to believe anything I tell you right now?” 
 
    Briggs considered this for a second. 
 
    “A good point,” she said. “It’s just that, well, I thought that you might be tempted to divulge to me why it was that you were in this particular part of my base of operations, of all the places you might have been. Still, I suppose that we can pry those answers from you or your accomplices when you’re in custody just as easily, if not more easily, than we can here. Carefully applied trauma can be very helpful like that.”        
 
    Decker nodded his head as Briggs raised her hand. 
 
    “Carefully applied trauma, now there’s a bureaucratic way to refer to torture,” he said. “I don’t suppose you guys worry much about all those accords and writs and laws concerning prisoner treatment in all quadrants of the system, do you?” 
 
    Briggs smirked. It was the most natural-looking expression that Decker had seen cross the woman’s face. 
 
    “I helped formulate and draft most of the updated mandates relevant to such things in the Myrmidon System, Captain Decker,” she said. “So, no, I don’t worry about them much at all.” 
 
    And Briggs dropped her hand. 
 
    The five guards surrounding her surged forward as one cohesive unit. Their fray-wands glowed with stored energy. Their faces were contorted into those special expressions that private lawmen from across the universe saved for those lucky assholes they found to be impeding them in their duty. Actually, Decker reckoned, in an outfit like the GWC, who were accustomed to being the biggest bullies in the playground, the five private troopers surging toward him were more than likely pissed off about having to do something more strenuous than pick up a cup of coffee. 
 
    They rounded Briggs and frothed forward to the attack, the ones on the left having to hop over their unconscious colleague. 
 
    With genesense, Decker sent two potted plants on his right blasting out of their containers like missiles from an underground silo. The first one cracked into the small of the back of one of the troopers, smashing him from his feet and into one of his colleagues. The second one blasted into the side of the head of a female guard so hard that she performed a half somersault and crashed down onto the back of her neck. 
 
    He commanded another plant, a verdant bushy thing, to send its creepers to snare the feet of one of the other guards. She stumbled heavily with a cry. By chance, she impaled herself on her own fray-wand and sent a burst of incapacitating electricity through herself. 
 
    The two remaining guards charged Decker, fray-wands raised, curses formed on their lips. The pair of them swung their energy batons back. 
 
    But one of them fell to the deck in a skidding heap as Rosa took her down with a well-placed shot from the pulse pistol. The other found himself scooped bodily from his feet by Hera.  
 
    The symbiote manipulated nature to wrap one of the potted plants around the body of the final guard and slam him once, twice into the ceiling. He relinquished his fray-wand at the same time he relinquished his hold on consciousness. 
 
    Decker looked up at the sound of a pneumatic hiss and was just in time to see Commissioner Briggs step through a door in the side of the tunnel. Her face was irate with shock and surprise. She might have been expecting him to pull a few tricks, but what he and Hera had brought to the party had clearly completely blindsided her. 
 
    “Typical of that bitch to escape in the confusion,” Rosa spat, coming to stand by Decker with her pulser in her hand. 
 
    “Sacrificing the lesser troops, like any good leader,” Craglin said. “A tale as old as time.” 
 
    “Shit, we’ve got to move,” Decker said. “Briggs will be back.” 
 
    “And next time she’s not going to piss about with fray-wands,” Craglin said. “She’ll shoot to kill.” 
 
    Decker wasn’t so sure though. He had seen Briggs’ face as she stepped through the hidden door and escaped. Yes, she’d be astonished and awed, but there had also been more than a little professional interest in her face. 
 
    “If she can take myself or Hera alive, she will,” he said. “That woman is always looking for the next edge to further her career or agenda. She’s never seen the likes of your genesense, Hera. Yeah, she’ll take us alive if she can, if only to try and tear the ability out of us in one of the unofficial labs she’s doubtless got in this facility.” 
 
    “Let’s get a move on,” Rosa said. “It’s not going to be long before she has this place fooled with reinforcements. And I find myself very aware that the short-ass and myself are probably a lot more expendable than you two.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Decker, Rosa, Hera, and Craglin ran down the now open corridor, leaping over the prostate bodies of Briggs’ guards. The hall was straight and had all the design appeal of a flat-bottomed metal tube. Apart from the ridiculous pot plants set at intervals, there was nothing interesting about it. 
 
    Not a hundred meters had gone when a cacophony of sounds erupted behind them. 
 
    “And here comes the cavalry,” Craglin crowed. 
 
    Suppressed chatter of spacer carbines and bullets pinged and whistled around them, ricocheting off the metal walls and doubling their potential for serious injury. 
 
    “Save your breath and run!” Decker urged them. 
 
    They sprinted down the hall and took a sharp right. Hera seemed happy with the direction they were taking because she said nothing as she led the way. Decker paused at the turning and peeked around the corner. At least twenty or thirty GWC troopers were after them. Most of them wore shock suits, and all brandished weapons. 
 
    “Balls,” Decker said, as another spray of spacer carbine fire sent sparks showering around him. 
 
    One thing at a time, one thing at a time, he told himself as he ran after his crew. Don’t worry about escaping yet. You haven’t even found what you’re looking for.    
 
    Hurtling down the long corridors, they passed a few other tightly sealed doors hiding who knew what kinds of secrets. On rounding another corner, they entered a dizzyingly light area.  
 
    The corridor was as tube-like as the tunnels before, but this one passed through one of the central hangars. The sides were constructed from huge panes of plexi-glass set into steel frames. Presumably this was to give whatever boffins worked in this secluded area a little taste of the outside world, such as it was, and mitigate the chances of them going mad. 
 
    Decker noticed all this in passing, for they did not stop running. The inter-hangar corridor stretched the length of the hangar bay on a diagonal. Through the massive windows he could see the expected hustle and bustle, and coming and going, of the ship hangar below and all around them. 
 
    As they boosted along the walkway, Decker thought he saw some of the tiny figures below him stop and point up in their direction. He hoped that it was just his imagination, but this hope was soon stamped.  
 
    A GWC worker or trooper wearing one of the compact manned maneuvering units used for flying around in microgravity did a double take as he zipped past them. 
 
    Any hangar designed to accommodate spacecraft was going to be large, and the one that the window-filled corridor overlooked was no exception. It was no surprise then, that the GWC officers pursuing them rounded the corner and caught sight of them long before they had reached the far end. There were a couple of desultory bursts of gunfire from behind them, but Decker and the other three were too far away to be hit by anything other than a lucky shot. 
 
    Still, there was always the chance of that lucky shot. 
 
    Speaking of chances, Decker was visited with an idea as to how he might help improve his team’s chances of survival. 
 
    It was not a subtle idea. 
 
    It was not the kind of idea that was liable to go unnoticed. 
 
    However, the time for subtlety, had it ever existed, was over now. 
 
    “Keep running!” Decker called to his team. “I’ll be right with you.” 
 
    Rosa was on the verge of slowing at his words, but Craglin grabbed her by her belt and towed her onward. 
 
    “You heard the mad fuck,” the Renkiddion said. “He’ll be along directly.” 
 
    Decker skidded to a halt, his boots slipping on the polished floor of the tunnel. There was no cover to be had, but he reflexively pressed himself into the side of the tunnel, up against one of the giant floor to ceiling windows. Vaguely, as he gathered himself to do the very stupid thing he was planning on doing, he hoped that none of the GWC officers in the hangar bay tried to play hero and shot him through the reinforced, acrylic-coated glass. 
 
    The two dozen or so pursuing GWC troopers were less than two hundred yards from him now. 
 
    “Fuck it,” he growled through gritted teeth. “What’s the worst that could happen?” 
 
    Raising his hands, he closed his eyes. He tried to draw on the universe’s qi, prana, pneuma, or whatever the hell other philosophical concepts he had never believed in until that moment that might help him live through the next few seconds. 
 
    His eyes snapped open and he unleashed the combined force of metallurgence and cogency. 
 
    The corridor, some hundred yards in front of Decker, buckled. The walkway shifted under his feet. An awful, moaning, screech of tortured steel reverberated up and down the passageway that hung two hundred feet above the ground below. 
 
    For once though, Decker did not fret at all about falling to his death. There would be no falling. That was what he was banking on. 
 
    The groaning screech got louder. Sweat sprang up on Decker’s forehead. Every muscle in his body strained as he imposed his will on reality. 
 
    To the credit of the GWC men and women dashing toward him, they did not slow. They did not falter, even as the ground beneath their feet swayed and bucked, sending a bunch of them reeling. The windows near the epicenter of the Decker-made disturbance cracked. Spider web formations ran through the reinforced plexi-glass—glass specifically designed to stand up to the rigors of life out in the void. 
 
    A low roar came from Decker’s mouth; pure exertion. His fingers contorted into claws and then bunched into fists. 
 
    The GWC officers ran screaming toward him, staggering this way and that like a party of drunks stumbling out of a bar. They tried to draw a bead on him as they wobbled onward. Their gunpoints wavered this way and that. Lips were drawn back from teeth. Eyes were wide with fear and fury. Nostrils dilated. Fingers tight on triggers. 
 
    Decker watched it all through an overtaxed haze. Watched it like he was watching a film reel, like it was happening to someone else. Not to him. Watched it like it was the story of something that had already taken place being played back at a quarter speed. 
 
    There were a couple of strobing flashes. 
 
    They’re shooting at us, he realized as he continued desperately with what he had been attempting to do: buy his team a little more time. 
 
    There was a snap near Decker’s right ear. A 5.7mm round had come an ant’s cock away from pasting his brains across the wall he was pressed against. 
 
    “Come… on!” he growled. 
 
    Metal screamed. 
 
    The corridor was ripped open.  
 
    The huge breach tore right in front of the oncoming GWC officers. The effect was immediate and dramatic. 
 
    Decker always thought, despite what he knew, of the effect that sudden decompression had in space as the void ripping being the one to rip objects and people out into space. However, as he saw it happen in front of himself, he remembered in a burst of schoolboy clarity that the pressure inside the tunnel was what forced the air out into the void. 
 
    The difference between the inside of the space station’s corridor and the outside was only one atmosphere, or 14.7 pounds per square inch. If the hole had only been an inch in size, that would have meant that the force trying to push the GWC troopers out into space would have been equivalent to the weight of a cat snuggling on their back. However, Decker’s hole was larger than an inch in size. 
 
    A lot larger. 
 
    The GWC officers were blasted out of the decompressing tunnel like balls fired from a cannon. Some of them smashed into the edges of the jagged opening, losing limbs or having their heads crushed by the sudden violence of the escaping air blasting out into the unfillable nothingness of space. 
 
    Decker was a hundred yards away from the tear he had made, and his crew were a good two hundred ahead of him. However, as soon as the rent appeared, he found himself bowled off his feet and tumbling toward the fatal opening. The venting atmosphere roared in his ears like the last exhalation of some dying god.  
 
    As the twenty or thirty GWC troopers were punted out into space to float and choke and die out in the microgravity of the hangar, Decker reached out and, using the symbiote abilities that had gotten him into that bind, managed to force the ragged aperture shut. 
 
    He was only sure that he had managed to accomplish it when he ceased his tumbling and came to a halt on the floor.  
 
    Somewhere an alarm was blaring. Blue LED lights—the system-wide accepted color for an atmospheric breach—pulsed all along the corridor. Decker’s ears hurt, and it felt like someone had a cloth pressed over his mouth, so hard was it for him to suck oxygen out of the thin air.  
 
    He climbed onto his feet, while overhead the pressure control system and the regenerative carbon dioxide system attempted to re-pressurize the tunnel as quickly as possible. 
 
    He looked at the mess he had made and then attempted to fix. It was not a neat job. Where the tear had been, it looked like a giant had simply squeezed the entire tube closed. That, Decker hypothesized, had been because he had been panicking. He had not been specific with his targeting of his symbiote powers.  
 
    The upshot of this was that no reinforcements could now follow the party of four now. The downside of it, of course, was that they were going to have to hope that there was another means of egress from wherever the hell they were heading. 
 
    Decker made his way slowly along the corridor. Outside the warped and cracked windows, floating GWC officers died by inches. Some of them were mercifully unconscious. Others were gaping grotesquely, their eyes popping in terror as their bodies tried vainly to suck in oxygen that was not there. 
 
    Decker averted his gaze from the grisly sight. Men and women wearing the nitrogen-powered mobility units were zooming up from the floor of the hangar, but they would be too late for most of the officers. 
 
    “Cap, come on!” Rosa said, waving at him from near the end of the corridor with the rest of the gang. Next to her, Craglin fiddled with the panel of the door that had closed as part of its atmospheric loss protocol.  
 
    Decker tried to plod on faster, but when he did, his oxygen-deprived body gave him a dose of tunnel vision that persuaded him that slow and steady was the way to go. 
 
    As he approached, sucking in breath through his open mouth, the door that Craglin was tinkering with slid open. A rush of beautiful, artificially oxygenated air washed over Decker and the other three and revived him like a bucket of cold water to the face. 
 
    “Onward,” Hera said, looking around to make sure that they were all ready to continue. “We are only minutes away.” 
 
    Decker signaled for the symbiote to take point and hurry. 
 
    As he brought up the rear, following the stumpy form of Craglin, the small man turned and beamed at him. 
 
    “Ah, but it makes an old Renkiddion glad to follow one such as yourself, mate,” he said. 
 
    “Oh, yeah?” Decker asked. 
 
    “Aye. It’s good to see that there are still blokes out there willing to push the boundaries of what might be considered insanity into new unexplored frontiers.” 
 
    “It felt like the only way to get ahead,” Decker said. “I know that lot was out for our blood, but I might just feel a bit ashamed about doing what I did.” 
 
    “Bah!” the Renkiddion waved a stubby-fingered hand over his shoulder as they hurried down another corridor and went through a security door. “We wouldn’t be ashamed of doing half of the shit we do, if the number of people who wished they could do that same shit just had the balls to go ahead and do it.” 
 
    Decker wasn’t sure if there was much comfort to be found in those words, especially coming from someone like Craglin. He was saved from pondering it too deeply, because in the next couple of heartbeats, the quartet found themselves stopped outside of another plain steel door. 
 
    “She lies within,” Hera said. She had her hand pressed to the cool metal of the portal, and a fire burned in her eyes. 
 
    Decker scanned his ID across the door panel. To nobody’s surprise, he was rewarded with a dull red illuminating the panel. 
 
    “Access denied,” Rosa breathed. “Fucking great.” 
 
    “There’s no time for this shit,” Decker said. 
 
    He planted his hands on the door and ground them open with metallurgency. The motors powering the doors protested. The door panel flashed a warning. Decker ignored it. 
 
    “Careful, Decker,” Hera said into his ear. “Such exertion after what you did on the walkway might—” 
 
    He ignored that too and growled as he exerted every last drop of his will and effort to wrestle the door open. With a grinding of unhappy gears, the motors gave and steel slid aside. 
 
    Decker, spent and panting, dropped to his knees. 
 
    Which was fortuitous, as it turned out, because the cryopistol round that would have hit him in the face sailed over his head and exploded against the wall behind. 
 
    Rosa ducked inside the door and squeezed the trigger of her pulse pistol twice. 
 
    The blue laser beam hit one of the pair of guards inside the room in the chest, stunning her, and sending her rolling backward over the chair. Rosa ducked behind the door as the returning barrage of cryopistol rounds shattered against the edge of the doorway. 
 
    Decker’s head swum so that he barely registered the gunfight taking place. In fact, so out of sorts was he from the mental over exertion, he almost got to his feet unthinkingly.  
 
    Craglin barreled into his back and knocked him flat on his face through the door. Winded, Decker heard, but did not see, the sturdy little man roll to his feet and tag the remaining guard in the chest with the pulser he had snatched from Rosa’s hands. The man fell backward and slid down the wall. 
 
    As Hera helped Decker to his feet, Craglin marched over to the guard he had downed and prodded the man with his foot. The man groaned softly so Craglin shot him in the back with the pulser again. The man jerked, lay still, then emitted a tight fart that almost passed beyond the reach of the human ear.  
 
    Craglin chuckled moronically, tossed Rosa her pulser, and said, “Ha! This guy’s shit himself.” 
 
    He sounded delighted. 
 
    Once Hera was sure Decker’s shaky legs could support his weight, she led them through the fetid smell of soiled underwear and into what amounted to be a substantial evidence locker. The room was constructed of evenly spaced corridors with shelves that stretched away in every direction.  
 
    “Even if we’d made it this far without you, honey,” Rosa said softly to Hera, “we still would not have had a clue as to where to go once we got inside this room.” 
 
    Hera gave Rosa a smile and shrugged. “That is what it means to be a team. Each of us brings something different to the table.” 
 
    Hera guided them through the neatly arrayed shelves and labeled lockers of evidence and contraband to a wider opening surrounded on three sides by pallets piled with sacks of what might have been chemicals, explosives, or narcotics. In this clearing in the middle of all that stuff, sat the fifth symbiote’s pod, wrapped in heavy plastic in the same manner as the rest of the evidence. 
 
    Craglin and Rosa cut the pod free using their laz-blades, while Decker leaned gratefully against a pallet stacked high with blocks of some kind metal. As he rested his tired mind and weary limbs, he became aware of a faint questing voice.  
 
    It was so quiet, that it was almost an echo of some other sound, had it not been for the fact that the only noise to be heard was the faint sizzle of the laz-blades parting the heavy-duty plastic wrapping. 
 
    “Is that a friend?” the voice asked in Decker’s mind. “Is that another symbiote out there?” 
 
    He looked over at Hera, but the anxious-looking symbiote showed no sign that she had heard the voice. 
 
    Decker gave his head a little shake. He half thought that he could have imagined the words. Perhaps his hope and yearning for the mission to be over was making him cook up words in his own head. 
 
    “Please,” came the distant, weak words this time. “Please, my stasis program shut itself off days ago. Please… I am weak. I cannot die. Too much hinges on me living.” 
 
    “Hera, what is a stasis program?” he asked. 
 
    Hera’s palpable anxiety deepened as she frowned over at him. 
 
    “It is the program that regulates the sleep that us symbiotes were put under when we were fired out from Milenides,” she said. “It is the software that allows our pods to keep us alive for years if necessary. Why do you…” 
 
    She looked suddenly away from Decker and focused on the pod in front of them. 
 
    “Oh no,” she said. 
 
    “We’ll have you out of there soon,” Decker said, projecting his addled and sluggish thoughts into the pod. “Just hold tight. You’ll be free in moments.” 
 
    The final piece of plastic wrapping came free under Craglin’s laz-blade, and Hera leapt forward to help tear the clinging stuff free of the pod. 
 
    This pod was slightly different to the ones that Decker had already seen. There was a very slight translucency to it. Whereas the other pods had looked almost like giant seeds, which Decker had found apt seeing as they held the future hopes of the symbiote race within them, this one resembled an egg. Adding to this impression, in the crackling orange glow of Rosa’s laz-blade, he caught a glimpse of something shifting weakly inside the pod.  
 
    “Lux!” Hera said. “Lux, hold on!”  
 
    “Lux?” Rosa asked. 
 
    “Yes, Lux, that is her name!” Hera said, fumbling at the side of the symbiote’s pod. “She is what you might refer to as the light symbiote; she carries the data germane to our race’s ability to move people and things through jump-space. Damn, why is this not opening? Ah yes, there it is!” 
 
    The pod opened with a soft hiss of releasing gasses. Inside, breathing heavily, was the fifth of the seven symbiotes. 
 
    She, Lux, wore the same gray symbiote attire as all of her fellows, though hers looked like the leathers worn by the famed soar-bike racers that competed in the system-wide Soar-Bike Championship. They had geometric designs set into them, as well as thicker knee, elbow, and shoulder pads. The woman’s hair was short and electric blue, and the eyes that opened and gazed around in mute astonishment and relief at the four people standing over her were a piercing azure color. 
 
    She had a natural tan, but there was an ashen cast to it now. 
 
    “Is she all right?” Decker asked. He had thought about rising from the pallet, but he wanted to make the most of every second of respite he got before the running started. 
 
    Hera caressed the symbiote, as her breathing became more regulated and some color returned to her cheeks. 
 
    “Yes, she seems okay,” Hera said. “I don’t think the pod was working properly. Perhaps a knock it took on reentry into an atmosphere or something?” 
 
    “Or maybe Briggs had someone shoot it out of orbit or from its flight path,” Decker said, nodding at some carbon scoring along the underside of the pod. 
 
    Hera’s expression could have melted iron ingots. 
 
    “Whatever the reason, I don’t think she was getting enough oxygen,” she said. 
 
    “Looks like she was slowly asphyxiating,” Rosa said, kneeling down for a closer look. 
 
    The symbiote might have recoiled from Rosa if she had the strength, but Hera’s comforting hand stilled her. 
 
    “It’s an excess of carbon dioxide that can give a person the feeling of suffocation,” Rosa continued, feeling for Lux’s pulse. “A low O2 environment would have a less traumatic effect on a person’s body, unless the CO2 regulator was damaged.” 
 
    “Who… who…” Lux gasped as Hera helped her into a sitting position.  
 
    “There’s no time,” Decker said forcefully, causing the others to look at him. “There’s no time for anything. Explanations are going to have to wait.” 
 
    “It’s not going to take long for Commissioner Briggs to get her house in order,” Rosa affirmed. 
 
    Decker nodded and pulled himself to his feet with a groan. 
 
    It was not often that he thought about his age. His was a dichotomous nature—at once being incapable of conceiving infinity, in spite of spending most of his time in space, while not accepting the finite either. He wanted the unreliable, often nauseatingly frustrating, adventure that was the theme of his life to go on without end, but there were times—more often as of late—where he wouldn’t have minded a sit down and a leisurely drink in front of a fire. 
 
    Funny how that’s what constitutes a dream of late for me, he thought. 
 
    Still, dreaming, after all, was a form of planning, wasn’t it? And without leaps of imagination or dreaming, people would lose the excitement of possibilities.  
 
    Keeping that comfortable seat, the cold drink, and the fire in the forefront of his mind, Decker shrugged off his weariness for the time being. He opened up the comms channel to the Farrago on his omni-com and said, “Lorelei, we’re going to have company before long. Find us the quickest but lesser used route back to the hangar bay you’re in and send it to all of our omni-coms. Prepare the ship for launch. We’re going to try and get the fuck out of here.” 
 
    “Um, Decker, mate,” Craglin said, “I know today seems to be one of those days on which we all say ‘fuck it’ and throw our mortality to the winds, but the only way we’re going to be able to escape this space station is by entering jump-space as soon as we clear the bloody hangar bay, mate. This puppy is bound to be bristling with—” 
 
    “All sorts of laser-guided, drive-seeking nasties, yeah, I know,” Decker said. 
 
    “Right, so, to enter jump-space whilst still within spitting distance of a space station in orbit, is going to take the kind of finely tuned accuracy and timing that, well, simply doesn’t hardly exist outside of Renkides, mate. I know for a fact that it’d take a fucking miracle to get the optical trusses, magnetic nozzles, and fusion afterburners properly aligned and firing in the time afforded us in a normal starship. And yeah, the metal the Farrago is made from, this vestrite, might be stronger, more stress tolerant, and more easily maneuverable than even the best high-carbon, high-chromium steel alloyed with molybdenum and vanadium available to humans, but—” 
 
    Lorelei’s voice came over the comms. 
 
    “The word ‘miracle’, Mr. Craglin,” the symbiote said levelly, “is precisely the point where symbiotes roll up their sleeves and get to work.” 
 
    “The five of you just worry about getting back to us,” Saavi said. 
 
    “And we’ll worry about things from there,” Apricis finished. 
 
    Craglin exchanged a look with Decker. The bushy orange mustache twitched with a smile. 
 
    “Bugger it, we’re not here to put boots on bloody caterpillars, are we?” he said. “So long as someone has something that could pass for a plan, I’m in.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Everyone has their own plans for escaping a hot zone. The only shared feature between them, in Decker’s experience, is that they give off a strong feeling of having been freshly pulled out of someone’s ass.  
 
    However, there’s an upside to this. Nothing ever goes to plan anyway. So, better to do away with intricacies and excess moving parts that can fail. 
 
    Better to keep things simple.  
 
    Better to just run for the ship and hope to hell that the rest resolved itself. 
 
    Hell, maybe Briggs will get bored and go back to her plans for system-wide political domination. 
 
    They left the enormous evidence locker the way they had come. Sneaking out through the winding corridors of lockers and shelving units, Craglin snatched something long and thin from a rack. 
 
    It was an Ultra Long Range Phase Sniper—or, as bounty hunters referred to it, a ULR Troublemaker. 
 
    “What the hell are you going to do with that if we come across some guards, club them to death?” Decker asked the Renkiddion. “That thing is made for shooting at things a minimum of a mile away. Past that marker is where it really excels.” 
 
    “Come on, mate, don’t tell me this doesn’t press the buttons of the little boy that still lives within even your desiccated and pessimistic heart,” Craglin said. “Besides, wouldn’t it scare the shite out of you if you rounded a corner and found someone pointing it at your abdomen?” 
 
    As they passed the broken guards and hurried through the buckled doors, the little man stroked the sleek and evil-looking weapon with a loving hand. He pulled back the large breach on the side of the weapon, and a faint red glow lit his craggy, weathered features. 
 
    “Just as I thought,” he said softly, “she’s bloody loaded. Still light as a feather too. Lovely.” 
 
    It fired two-phased plasma rounds capable of traveling at six thousand five hundred feet per second and turning humanoids from solids into liquids with breathtaking ease, no matter where the round might hit them. In fact, such was the power of the rifle that, even if a flesh and blood target was missed by as much of a foot, they could still be lethally maimed by the shockwave pushed out by the round.  
 
    Decker had heard the jokes from the older bounty hunters, who had fought in the Asteroid Skirmishes of forty years before and had to face fire from enemies using Troublemakers, when they were asked by greenhorns whether this aspect of the rifle was true. 
 
    “Sure,” they would predictably say, “I guess that’d be vaguely correct. Certainly, if any of my buddies ever heard one of those motherfuckers whizzing past their heads, I would say they’d be liable shit themselves to death on the instance!” 
 
    The really clever part of the ULR Troublemaker, and what made it so popular with soldiers and hassassins alike, was the two-phase plasma projectile it fired. When the velocity of the round decreased sufficiently, a secondary booster charge would fire at the base of the plasma round and send it hurtling on, making it good for shooting targets up to two miles away with comparative ease. This level of firepower meant that the Troublemaker wasn’t just good for human targets, but could quite easily be used to take out light vehicles and even less well armored drive sheaths. 
 
    “Yeah, the only shitty thing about these babies is that the glowing red light of the round acts as a tracer—looks almost like a laser beam, especially in the dark,” Craglin said. “Means you’re likely to get some heat returned if anyone survived the first shot. Still, nothing is perfect, mate.” 
 
    Though he was still a little wobbly, Decker took point, a cryopistol in each hand. Craglin came behind him carrying his newly acquired Troublemaker. The two symbiotes followed behind the Renkiddion. At the rear, and covering their asses with her pulser, Rosa Hawkes moved swiftly along. 
 
    Each glance at Lorelei’s map sent a prickle of worry that Decker shouldn’t have been taking his eyes from his immediate surroundings. 
 
    “Talk to me Lorelei,” he said through the telepathic link. “Guide me. I need my eyes.”  
 
    “Roger that, Decker,” Lorelei replied. “Take the next left and continue on for four hundred yards. I’ll tell you when to take the right turn that will lead you around an officer mess and toward a bank of service elevators. You need to climb back up the station.” 
 
    As they scuttled along, weapons moving in precise arcs, Decker couldn’t dislodge the hopeless feeling that had anchored itself at the back of his mind. Every few yards, he noticed something that only compounded that feeling: little camera bubbles fastened into the walls or ceiling. 
 
    “There’s no way that we’re going to get to the hangar unseen,” he muttered into his comms as he took the next left turn. 
 
    “No shit,” Craglin said. 
 
    “That won’t be a problem,” Saavi said. 
 
    “Oh no? How’s that, sugar?” Rosa asked. 
 
    “We’ve disabled the security feeds throughout the entire station,” Lorelei said. “It’s not a clever virus, I’m afraid, and it means that we won’t be able to maintain a visual on you from the Farrago, but we can still track you using your secure omni-com links.” 
 
    “Briggs can’t see us?” Rosa asked. 
 
    “That’s correct,” Apricis said. 
 
    Rosa laughed. “Oh, I bet she’s going to be loving that.” 
 
    “Yeah, some poor tech is going to be catching hell,” Decker said. 
 
    “Turn right here, Decker,” Lorelei said, and Decker turned right as instructed. 
 
    And ran smack-bang into a patrolling guard. 
 
    “Hey, who—?” the man started to say, pointing stupidly into Decker’s face. His free hand rested on the pulser at his belt. The fact that he did not have a weapon drawn betrayed that this silly prick had been ordered to remain on the alert, but probably hadn’t been entrusted with more details than that. 
 
    The time for squirming out of trouble with words was long past. Decker knew it. The quartet that followed him knew it. Only the man in front of him seemed not to have received the memo. 
 
    Decker dropped the cryopistol in his left hand, grabbed the unsuspecting man’s forefinger, yanked him forward, and kicked him so hard in the shin that his legs went from under him. The guard cried out and fell to his knees. Still gripping the hapless guard’s digit, the bounty hunter delivered a crushing knee to the man’s sternum. The man wheezed like a ruptured air-con tank, and his eyes bulged. Another knee to the jaw dropped him unconscious. 
 
    Decker scooped up his fallen gun. Then, ripped the identification badge from the sleeve of the man. 
 
    “Good thinking,” Hera said. “The passes we’ve been using are bound to not work or be compromised and tracked.” 
 
    “Let’s lose them,” Decker said. He, Craglin, Rosa, and Hera divested themselves of their GWC identification badges and tossed them down one of the reprocessing shoots set into the wall.  
 
    “Why didn’t you just shoot him?” Craglin asked as he made sure to tread on the guard’s stomach on his way over him. 
 
    “We don’t have to kill everyone we meet, short-ass,” Rosa said.  
 
    Craglin sounded surprised when he answered, “Shit, is that right? That’s news to me.” 
 
    “No, you just have to be prepared to kill everyone you meet,” Decker said. 
 
    “While we’re not getting video feeds from the cameras, we are able to pick up some of the proximity sensor array data,” Lorelei said. 
 
    “And that means?” Decker asked as he led the way along yet another awfully exposed corridor. 
 
    “That there is some substantial movement coming up ahead,” Lorelei said. 
 
    Decker motioned for his team to halt. 
 
    “Closing?” he asked. 
 
    The seconds dragged by as Lorelei studied whatever data was in front of her. 
 
    “Affirmative,” she said. “Get to cover if you can.” 
 
    According to his map, a series of smaller rooms bypassed the section of corridor down which the threat approached. 
 
    “Come on,” he hissed, and he swiped the stolen ID across the door panel. 
 
    They found themselves in some kind of recreation area. Comfortable couches were spread about, along with a table, snack fabricator, and huge wall-mounted displays. The place was deserted, but it was obvious that it was not usually the case. Decker would have expected to find at least a few GWC officers in there. The shift rotations on such a massive craft must have ensured that there were always a few people about. 
 
    “Keep moving,” he said, pulling Craglin away from the snack fabricator. 
 
    They continued through the series of interconnected rooms: a dormitory, a couple of workrooms with desks and individual terminals, and a communal head that smelled as funky as communal heads always did, in spite of the vigorous attention of the air-purifiers and climate cleaners. They exited the stretch of rooms cautiously and carried on their way.  
 
    Due to the mammoth scale of the Galactic Watch Committee’s HQ, the corridors were wide enough to drive buggies or rovers along, and long. So long that Decker was amazed that they made it as far as they did before they came under fire. 
 
    The first warning they had were bright blue beams of pulser fire coming from behind, as a group of roving sentries—judging by their equipment—peeked out of a T-junction they had just passed by. 
 
    The pulser beams exploded against the ceiling and floor, leaving black grooves smoldering with molten orange. 
 
    “They’ve got their pulsers turned up to fry our asses!” Rosa yelled. “What do we do, cap?” 
 
    “Shoot them back!” Decker told her. “But keep moving! They’ll be radioing our location right now.” 
 
    “This is the confusion you get when don’t bloody well kill everyone,” Craglin grumbled. A beam that would have hit him in the neck, had he been as tall as the others, flashed over the Renkiddion’s head. 
 
    Decker unleashed with his two cryopistols, filling the corridor in a withering hail of cover fire to allow the rest of his team to proceed up the corridor. 
 
    Behind them, one of the guards fell with a cry, a couple of Decker’s elemental bullets stitching bloody holes in his trouser leg. One of his colleagues grabbed him under the arms and dragged him back into the cover of the corridor. The others carried on firing. 
 
    “Let’s go, let’s go!” Decker said. “The whole station is going to be on us soon. Fucking run!” 
 
    Rosa was already well ahead of him. 
 
    Decker and his medical officer switched places in the line with smoothness born of working with one another in more than a few sticky situations. Instinct became everything.  
 
    There wasn’t even really time for Decker to analyze or praise just how far Rosa had come as an on-the-ground operator. He had hired her originally solely for expertise on patching up wounds. Somewhere along the line, the beautiful and clever woman had become an expert at making wounds. 
 
    Shit, maybe there’s no surprise that those who spend their time patching holes up turn out to be the ones who are most adept at making them, if they have to.  
 
    Decker tried drawing on his symbiote abilities to cover their escape, but his exhaustion made trying to direct them about as easy as whistling without lips. 
 
    “Don’t overtax yourself, Decker,” Lorelei told him, after he used cogency to hurl a water dispenser at one of the guards. “If you fall here, then the rest will fall with you.” 
 
    It burned Decker to not utilize every last grain of strength he had within himself, but he understood what Lorelei was getting at. If he keeled over and blacked out, then who was going to carry his big ass? Craglin? 
 
    A clatter and cry tugged at Decker’s attention as he forced the men behind them back into cover with his stream of elemental bullets. Behind him, Rosa and Hera went hand to hand with a couple of sneaky GWC bastards who must’ve been radioed in to cut them off from the other direction. 
 
    Hera struck the first of the two female officers in the throat with the edge of her palm. The woman ragdolled, clutching at her neck and gagging. Simultaneously, Rosa kicked the remaining guard in the side of the knee, so that her leg buckled. She gave a squawk, and then Rosa swept her arm around and hammered the butt of her pulser hard into her temple. 
 
    Then, they were off and once more in a full sprint for the service elevator that Lorelei had told Decker about.  
 
    There was the sound of a muffled report and a snap. Decker had been shot at enough times to recognize that someone had just had a go at him with a carefully aimed spacer carbine shot. Another couple of cracks sounded, the crisp noises rolling down the metallic corridor, and the elevator doors ahead of them sparked, 5.7mm projectiles flattening against metal. The five fugitives dove through the open elevator doors, and Craglin palmed the panel, closing them. 
 
    “Lorelei, please tell me you’re able to override this thing if they shut it down,” Rosa gasped, helping Hera to get the pale-faced Lux to her feet. 
 
    “They’re already attempting to cut power to the shaft you’re in,” Lorelei said casually, “but I have a jamming protocol in place.” 
 
    “This thing isn’t exactly speedy, mate,” Craglin said. “Even a techy that’s as blind as a welder’s dog is going to be able to track what floor we get off at.” 
 
    “Well, I’m sorry about that, Craglin,” Decker said. “I’m sorry I didn’t bring my fucking elevator booster with me today. It wouldn’t fit in these tiny pants of mine.” 
 
    “Not a worry, mate, not a drama,” Craglin said, pulling out a multi-tool from somewhere on his person. “You just leave that up to me. What floor are we getting off at again?” 
 
    “Level Axis-Two,” Rosa said. 
 
    “Correct,” Saavi said. “The Farrago is in berth nineteen.” 
 
    “Right,” Craglin said to himself as he jimmied open a control box that had been hidden under a metal plate, “in that case, I reckon we make our pals think we’ve gotten off a couple of floors north of the central hub.” 
 
    The freight elevator lifted them slowly up toward Level Axis-Two. Every now and again it would shudder, but whatever software override that Lorelei had managed to patch in held firm.  
 
    As they ascended, Decker studied the map on his omni-com intently. He was memorizing the exact path they intended to take around the hangar bay to reach the walkway that would, in turn, lead them out to berth nineteen, where the Farrago waited. 
 
    And after that… he thought. Well, there’s no point in worrying about all the shit that can go wrong if we even make it to the ship.  
 
    Rosa ran a few diagnostic tests on Lux. According to her, the symbiote would suffer no long term damage from her traumatic time trapped inside her capsule. 
 
    “That’s good,” Decker said, when Rosa shared this. “Let’s just hope we didn’t crack her out of that egg for her to end up straight on the fire.” 
 
    As soon as the doors opened, and they were fairly certain that they weren’t all about to be cut apart by a hail of spacer carbine fire, or have their internal organs boiled in their chest cavities by pulsers turned all the way up, Decker led the way right. 
 
    He cut diagonally through a series of communications and signal analysis offices. The men and women inside these offices might have worn pulsers and cryopistols at their hips, but they had the comfortingly bookish look of people who were safe in the knowledge that burlier people, less encumbered in the brain power department than they were, could be called upon to do anything as distasteful as kill anyone. They sat stock-still as Decker and his small crew flashed past. Any of them who so much as gave the fleeing fugitives a second glance earned themselves an ugly glare from Craglin, who sweetened the deal by pointing the muzzle of the Troublemaker in their direction too. 
 
    Behind him, in the distance, came shouting and the very definite sound of pursuit. What was more, Decker got the uncomfortable notion that it was closing in—and not just from behind, but from all around. If Craglin’s ruse with the elevator had worked, they  would have a little more time, but it wouldn’t take Briggs long to learn about where they were.  
 
    They ran and ran, Decker following the map that he had burned into his memory.  
 
    Left. 
 
    Right. 
 
    Right. 
 
    Straight on until… Yes, there she blows! 
 
    Exiting a corridor, Decker was faced by a glorious sign stenciled in black paint above an airlock door: Axis-2: Berths 10 – 30 
 
    “Reactor is online,” Lorelei said. 
 
    “Wait until we’re at the end of the walkway,” Decker instructed. Then began a frustrating wait for the security airlock to cycle.  
 
    After what felt like an age, the cycle completed and the door opened. 
 
    “Go!” Decker said, ushering his crew through. 
 
    Once Craglin had stepped over the threshold, Decker swung the door closed and cycled it again. He was moving before the yoking clamp had engaged.  
 
    In retrospect, he realized that if he had just hung around for the few seconds required to make sure the yoking clamp had engaged, he would have saved himself quite a lot of stress and a lot of gray hairs. 
 
    Still, he didn’t, so it was lucky that Craglin had waited halfway along the enclosed corridor that ran across the floor of the hangar for him. 
 
    “Down!” 
 
    It was the look on the Renkiddion’s face more than the word that convinced Decker to hit the deck. The expression on the little man’s face touched a nerve in his hind brain. It cut the legs from under him, awkwardly, as he was in mid-stride. 
 
    A joint fusillade of cryopistol rounds and carbine bullets ripped right over Decker’s head. Ice projectiles shattered against the walls. Carbine rounds ricocheted, fizzing around Decker’s ears as he crashed to the floor. One of the rebounding discs of flattened lead hissed across his ass cheek, leaving a streak of fire in its wake. 
 
    “Right, you’ve had your fun,” Craglin said. 
 
    Decker looked up. 
 
    The little Renkiddion was miraculously unscathed. He stood tall, the ULR Troublemaker tucked into his stocky shoulder. 
 
    “Now, it’s time for you to jog on,” Craglin bellowed. 
 
    “Don’t shoot that thing in here, you mad—!” Decker tried to say. 
 
    Craglin’s finger slipped over the trigger guard and pulled the trigger. 
 
    The noise of the phase rifle firing in what amounted to a cramped metallic tube was deafening. Ear-splitting. Earwax-meltingly loud. 
 
    The streak of red that was the plasma round covered the distance between the Renkiddion and the half dozen or so GWC troopers who’d barged in. 
 
    Recoil blasted Craglin off his feet, but the fate of his targets was a lot worse. The plasma round emulsified all six of the troopers into a single puddle: a liquid made up of separate fluids supplied by each man and woman unfortunate enough to have been standing there.  
 
    The torsos through which the round passed on its way out through the solid steel of the airlock door were obliterated entirely. Limbs were flung haphazardly, bouncing off the walls. Heads burst and were reduced to pink mist. Bones closest to the path of destruction glowed white-hot before they were turned to powder, whilst most of the lower leg and arm bones simply exploded into fragments. Blood completely coated the corridor in a patch about four meters long. 
 
    Had Decker and Craglin been able to see it, they would have actually witnessed the two-phase projectile go through four more walls and two other unlucky GWC troopers before it eventually lodged itself in the reinforced steel wall of a weapons locker. 
 
    “—bastard,” Decker finished weakly.   
 
    “Not pretty,” Craglin said, picking himself up, “but quick.” 
 
    Decker barely heard the fool over the ringing in his ears.      
 
    The pair legged it to the Farrago without being accosted further. Decker doubted that this was due to a lack of available GWC officers, and due more to a lack of GWC officers willing to put themselves in the path of a rifle that could shoot through steel like it was wet paper. 
 
    Decker was not quite sure how Lorelei managed to undock them from their berth, swivel about, and point at the infinite depth of deep space without hitting any of the space-cruisers around them. He guessed it had something to do with being one with the craft, being as aware of its limitations as a person is of how long their own arms and legs are. 
 
    “All right,” Decker yelled as he and Craglin lay panting and sweating in the cargo hold, “get us the hell out of here, Lorelei. “In one piece if you can.” 
 
    “Copy that, Decker,” Lorelei said. “Activating kinetic barrier plates and outward defense drones.” 
 
    “Copy that. Make sure everyone else is strapped in. Craglin and I will be up on the main control deck as soon as we can.” 
 
    With that, Decker grabbed the Renkiddion by his collar and hauled him bodily through the ship. It was always advisable, even in a ship as advanced as the Farrago, to ensure that you were buckled in before making the leap into jump-space. If you valued not meshing your body into the nearest wall that was. 
 
    While the craft tilted around them, Decker and Craglin scrambled through the deck levels. Occasionally, they were thrown against a bulkhead or through a hatchway sustaining a host of fresh grazes and bruises to add to the ones they had already picked up. 
 
    Decker’s ass hurt. He was ready to leave Commissioner Briggs and her minions in his reactor’s exhaust flare. 
 
    Finally, Decker threw himself into the pilot’s seat. His straps snapped into place, as comforting now as the arms of a lover. The neural connection that linked him to the ship was reestablished. Decker faced the monitors. 
 
    Around them, the hangar bay was in chaos. Men and women in space suits scrambled and floated in all directions, trying to scramble out of the way of the Farrago as it prepared to take off with extreme prejudice. 
 
    “No defense cannons or station-to-space torpedoes engaged as of yet, Decker,” Lorelei told him calmly. 
 
    “Yeah, Briggs isn’t going to blow up her baby just to get to us,” Decker said, readying himself for something he had never attempted before. “I hope…” 
 
    He edged the Farrago toward the hangar doors, which were still wide open. 
 
    “Are you still running interference?” Decker asked Lorelei. 
 
    “Negative,” she replied. 
 
    “Then we better let ourselves out while the going is good,” Decker said. “I hope Briggs doesn’t mind the mess.” 
 
    And Decker opened the Farrago’s reactor up. 
 
    The exhaust plume melted everything to the rear of the spacecraft into slag within a second. Even the landing platforms and berths, which were designed and built to a ridiculously high heat tolerance, buckled. Any GWC employees not smart enough to be well clear were atomized and returned to the star stuff from whence everything and everyone came. 
 
    Decker opened up the intuitive throttle. The fusion reactor roared silently in the vacuum of space. Decker glanced at his monitors, happened to catch a sight of the unmistakable figure of Commissioner Hilda Briggs looking on, aghast, from a massive window a few floors above the hangar bay, and he flipped her the bird. 
 
    “Someday, some lucky bastard will get the best of me, Briggs,” he muttered. “But it won't be today, and it sure as shit won’t be you.” 
 
    And the Farrago made the jump. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Once they were safely in jump-space and their scanners were mercifully blank and free of enemy craft, Decker activated the artificial gravity and the entire crew slumped down into their bracer seats.  
 
    Craglin’s new baby, the ULR Troublemaker rattled as it fell out of the air. Decker felt his hackles rise as the weapon, which was more than capable of bursting him apart like an overripe grape before putting a neat hole through everything in its way before exiting out the skin of the Farrago, clattered onto the floor. 
 
    Craglin was out of his seat in a second. He scooped the weapon up, making the kind of cooing sounds that were usually reserved for abandoned kittens. 
 
    “I’ll be down in engineering,” he said, not looking at any of the others. “I’ve got to figure out how to make more of these plasma rounds.” 
 
    Then he was gone, the door to the main control deck shutting behind him as he stumped through the hatchway. 
 
    Decker allowed himself to let out the breath that he had been holding ever since they touched down on the GWC space station. 
 
    “So,” he said, looking over at Rosa, “we did it, then, Hawkes.” 
 
    Rosa nodded and ran a hand through her purple hair. Her fingers paused as they ran over the crusted blood on the side of her face. Decker hadn’t even noticed when that had appeared, so intense and hurried had their exit been. 
 
    “Are you all right?” he asked. “Need me to get anything from the medical bay?” 
 
    Rosa shook her head, as her fingers ran probingly over the skin of her face and up into her hair. 
 
    “No thanks, cap,” she said, once she had finished with her cursory examination. “I don’t think it’s my blood.” 
 
    Decker nodded knowingly. “Yeah. I love it when that happens.” 
 
    Rosa raised an eyebrow. It caused the dried blood on her face to crack and flake onto her cheek. 
 
    “You love it?” she asked. 
 
    “Well, I don’t love it. Appreciate it might be the better term.” 
 
    “You’re weird, cap.” 
 
    Decker gave her a half smile and rubbed at his own face. 
 
    “How am I looking?” he asked. 
 
    “Hot, healthy, and fresh, as usual,” Rosa said. 
 
    “Lying straight to your captain, Hawkes. Whatever will become of you?” 
 
    “I think I’m going to go and take a shower.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me a little brush with the law has taken all the intensity and fire out of you.” Decker chuckled. “Aren’t you ready for the next brush with death?” 
 
    Rosa laughed as she got stiffly to her feet. She put a hand on Decker’s shoulder. He winced. He must’ve fallen hard on it at some point, but he couldn’t recall where or when. 
 
    “Not everything to do with intensity and fire is a good thing, cap,” she said. “Take urinary tract infections for example.” 
 
    Decker snorted, reached up, and patted Rosa on the hand. 
 
    “Enjoy your shower, Hawkes,” he said. “Then get some chow into you.” 
 
    “You got it, Mom.” 
 
    She stopped at the closed hatchway that divided the flight deck from the main control deck. 
 
    “Are you going to talk to Lux now?” she asked. 
 
    Decker nodded. 
 
    “Just let me know where we’re going next,” Rosa said simply. 
 
    “Knowing our luck, it’ll be straight to hell,” Decker growled. 
 
    “I’ll swing by engineering and make sure Craglin’s got the climate control system prepped and ready then,” Rosa replied. 
 
    The medical officer palmed the door panel and walked out.  
 
    Decker took a moment to just be still. He listened to the gentle hum of the living starship. He felt, as he always did after a particularly fraught mission, like he was sitting in the eye of the storm. The one quiet place, surrounded by the tumultuous chaos of the universe and of life. He took a moment to savor it. Turned down the volume of his life and attempted to bask in the silence, if only for a while. 
 
    Then, with a sigh, he pressed the button on his bracer seat that retracted the adjustable straps, and walked into the main control deck. 
 
    The five symbiotes were waiting for him there. Well, three of them were. Apricis was tending to Lux, who was sitting in one of the bracer seats and sipping water from one of the Farrago’s special whorled drinking beakers. She noted Decker when he entered, her unnaturally blue eyes taking on a slightly defensive cast. Her blue pixie-short hair was spiked with sweat and dirt from her long confinement in her pod. 
 
    Decker eased himself down into an empty seat with a grunt. 
 
    “My name’s Decker,” he said. 
 
    Slowly, carefully, the blue-haired and blue-eyed symbiote set her glass down and studied Decker. 
 
    “Lux,” she said, in a voice quiet yet tight with a restrained energy. Decker was reminded of the impression of pent up energy that kids have when they’ve been told to behave. Not that there was anything child-like about Lux.  
 
    Her blue eyes were loaded with the kind of skepticism only to be found in adults. She looked like a coiled spring: curves in all the right places, with muscles aching to snap out into action. As Decker watched her placidly, he noted that her fingers tapped incessantly at the arms of her bracer seats. 
 
    She couldn’t have been more highly strung if she’d been a giant harp sitting in a pool of coffee and sprinkled with sugar. 
 
    “I can see that you might not totally trust me.” Decker rubbed at his face, stubble. “Honestly, I don’t blame you. I’d probably find it a little weird if you did trust this face straight off the bat.” 
 
    Lux did not answer. None of the other symbiotes came to aid Decker in his opening speech either.  
 
    He guessed they knew as well as he did that it was up to him to ensure that Lux saw the real him. Came to trust him, just as the others had come to trust him. 
 
    “I’m not going to blow smoke up your ass and tell you that I’m a good man,” Decker said. “I took on this job for profit, plain and simple.” 
 
    Decker’s eyes wandered to Lorelei, who had been busying herself at one of the control consoles. As if sensing his gaze, she turned from the three-dimensional astrogation map and offered him an encouraging smile. 
 
    “Yeah, we—Rosa and I—were pulled into this for the paycheck Lorelei offered us,” Decker continued, returning his cool gaze to Lux. “We’re bounty hunters. We usually don’t fire the reactor unless there’s been a certain amount of credits paid into our ship’s account.” He took a deep breath and looked around at the other symbiotes, at Apricis, Saavi, and Hera. “Which makes all of this even stranger than it might appear to you.” 
 
    Lux’s eyes narrowed. The run through the GWC space station had taxed her, that was plain in the lines at the corners of her mouth and eyes, and in the weary sag of her shoulders.  
 
    “My sisters trust you, Decker,” she said. 
 
    “As I trust them. That’s what tends to happen when you go through the kind of shit that we have together.” 
 
    “I have read much on the history of your race.” Lux leaned forward, her fingers tap-tap-tapping on the arms of the bracer seat. There was something eccentric about her, something that hinted at an insatiable mind that was eager to learn as much about everything as it could. “Humanity is a loud and crass race.” 
 
    Decker grunted in affirmation. 
 
    Lux cocked her head to one side. It was a gesture that was so fast that it looked like her neck muscles had been severed, and made Decker’s own neck ache just watching her. 
 
    “But you are not loud and crass, are you?” she said bluntly. 
 
    “Depends how much I’ve had to drink, like anyone else, I guess,” Decker said. 
 
    Lux shook her head, shooting swallow-quick looks around at her symbiote sisters. 
 
    “No. You misunderstand me,” she said. “Just because you don’t say much doesn’t mean that you are quiet. Not in here.” She tapped her chest with a finger as fast as any woodpecker. 
 
    “Many might not notice you because you speak only when it is necessary, but that does not mean you go unseen, you see?” Lux rubbed her eyes tiredly and shot Decker a smile that was so fast he couldn’t have been certain that he had actually seen it at all. 
 
    “Maybe I just don’t think I have much of interest to say,” he said. 
 
    “It’s actually the quiet ones who often draw the most attention. Sometimes,” Lux said in a rush. 
 
    “I don’t think I underst—” Decker began to say. 
 
    “You do. You do, you do,” Lux said, shooting him another one of those insanely fast smiles. “There’s this constant whirlwind of motion and sound all around, and then there's the quiet one, you, sitting in the eye of the storm. Waiting for something.”  
 
    Decker blinked. It was the only sign that the woman had surprised him. 
 
    “You’re perceptive,” Decker said. 
 
    After her initial verbal outburst, Lux seemed to shrink back into her seat. Reticent. Spent. She shrugged. 
 
    “Tell us, Lux,” Decker said, “how did you come to be in a GWC evidence locker, on one of the most heavily guarded space stations in the Myrmidon System?” 
 
    “There were indications that your pod had been shot down, sister,” Hera said. 
 
    Lux licked her lips. They were chapped and dry from her prolonged incarceration in her damaged pod. 
 
    “Perhaps, I was shot down,” she said. Like something powered by a dynamo, her speech gained speed as she went on, “Yes, perhaps I was. I cannot say for certain, being placed in stasis as soon as the exodus of Milenides was ordered. On the edge of my dreams though, I do recall a rocking and a shaking. A disturbance. The smell of scorching… metal, maybe? I don’t know.” 
 
    She gave her blue head a shake, and Apricis lay a comforting hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “Take your time,” she said. 
 
    “All I remember is coming up to the surface of consciousness, suddenly. Without the proper care anyone who knows anything about stasis should show one coming out of it,” Lux continued. 
 
    “My head, my mind, was a mess. I did not know where I was. Could not recall why I was there, why I seemed to be waking from a deep sleep I had never meant to take. All was confusion. Worry. I was only able to piece this together later, running the alien words back through my head when I had been locked back into the pod.” 
 
    “Hold on, you were let out of the pod before we found you?” Decker asked. “Briggs let you out and then put you back in again?” 
 
    Lux’s face was inscrutable. 
 
    “I do not know this Briggs,” she said. 
 
    “Tall woman. Blonde,” Decker said. “Face filled with about as much promise of a good time as five lightyears through an asteroid belt?” 
 
    Lux shook her head. 
 
    “No,” she said. 
 
    Decker frowned. This yarn wound itself into an ever tighter and more confused tangle. 
 
    “Then who—?” he started to say. 
 
    “From what I was able to put back together in the long, dark, stifling hours when I thought I was going to die,” Lux gabbled, “I came to some conclusions, though they might mean more to you than they do to me. To me, they are only names and things that happened. I have no context. And without context, what is there?” 
 
    “Go on,” Saavi said, her deeper voice like a balm to Decker’s ears. 
 
    “I think that I was… I think I was trafficked into the possession of a man,” Lux said, her eyes staring off beyond distances none of the others could follow. She bit her lip. “This man… I don’t think that he was the one to find me, or knock my pod from the void, but I’m fairly sure he went by the name of Lodin Lang.” 
 
    Decker slapped his thigh and let out a bitter laugh that caused the symbiote women to look at him in astonishment. 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” he growled. “I haven’t heard that name in long enough, but it’s no surprise that it should pop up in a scenario the likes of this one. Son of a bitch. Lodin Lang.” 
 
    “You know this man?” Saavi asked. 
 
    Decker nodded shortly. “I know of him. He’s a fence for just about anything in this galaxy that can be fit into the hold of a freighter or cargo runner. He’s based out of Dracone. He’s not actually too bad a guy, in a social situation, although he’s left me with more than a few of his bar tabs over the years. The man is more slippery than a pocketful of rotator grease and so crooked I wouldn’t be surprised if he had to unscrew himself out of his bio-suit at night.” 
 
    “Yet you say he is not too bad an individual?” Apricis said, looking confused. 
 
    “Sure. So long as you don’t go drinking with him and expect him to pay, or have anything to do with him in a business sense, he’s not such bad company.” 
 
    “Does it make sense for his name to be involved with this?” Lux asked. 
 
    Decker ran his hand over his head thoughtfully. “I’m not surprised, let’s put it like that. The GWC has been trying to bust him for decades. Doing a bit of simple one plus one, the only kind that you need to do so far as Lodin Lang is concerned, I think that he came across Lux’s pod. He might not have known what it was, not really, but he recognized that it would be worth something to someone. If he’s good for anything, Lodin is good for recognizing the potential price people and things might fetch.” 
 
    “But, if he was wanted by the Galactic Watch Committee,” Lorelei said, “would he not have made a concerted effort to steer clear of them?” 
 
    Decker shrugged, thinking hard. 
 
    “Maybe they finally caught up with him and he used the pod as a bargaining chip of sorts,” he said. “Although, if they finally managed to nab a guy like Lodin Lang, that must mean that Briggs had been putting a substantial squeeze on the smuggling and bounty hunting outposts in the system. Places like Dracone.” 
 
    Decker frowned. “I wonder what the hell Briggs is playing at? If she’s making deals with the likes of Lang, then she must have some play in motion. Lorelei, are you able to check through some of the news-reels or get in contact with Zizara Yasine and see what is going on back on Dracone?” 
 
    “I do not need to check the feeds to be able to tell you that, Decker,” she said. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Decker asked. 
 
    “There has been a lot of chatter, both over the news-reels and the radio, concerning Dracone,” Lorelei said. “During the time that Apricis, Saavi, and I spent trying to find ways to hack into the communication and security relays at the GWC space station we heard much of what has been transpiring there.” 
 
    “A lot has been happening on Dracone recently? Like what?” Decker asked. 
 
    Is this why we haven’t heard anything from Zizara Yasine in so long? he pondered. 
 
    He had assumed her silence had been a show of the trust she had in him to complete the job and return to her the sliver of profit that she saw as rightfully hers. But what if it hadn’t been. What if she had been unable to check in for another reason? 
 
    “From what we picked up from the radio chatter, and the few message banks that were only lightly encrypted, it seems that the GWC has been especially active on Dracone,” Saavi said calmly. 
 
    A short, sharp thrilling stab of panic lanced through Decker. He had never really had a home—not one of the cozy affairs that you saw on the fiction-reels, where people were born on a planet and somehow felt like they belonged there and nowhere else. No, he’d never felt like that about anywhere, except for the Fortune, maybe. 
 
    However, if any planet had ever felt like a home to him, then surely it would have been dirty, dangerous, despicable Dracone. It was an oasis of freedom in a system that was becoming gradually more and more a desert of authoritarianism. It was where Decker went when he ran out of other places to go. 
 
    “What’s been happening?” he asked, his throat suddenly raspy and tight.  
 
    “All the underground bars and clubs have been shut down, and most of the patrons arrested,” Apricis said crisply. 
 
    “Something strange is happening on Dracone, Decker,” Lorelei said, “but I don’t know what it is.” 
 
    Decker rubbed his tired eyes. He would have loved a drink, but couldn’t be bothered to climb down to the engineering to beg for some of Craglin’s rotgut. 
 
    “Could it have something to do with Egil?” he asked on a whim. “All of this shit—the appearance of Lodin Lang, the trading of Lux’s pod between him and Hilda Briggs, the stamping out of Dracone—could it have something to do with that bastard?” 
 
    “Egil?” Lux asked. “Why do you mention his name?” She turned to Saavi, who sat closest to her. “How does this human know his name?” 
 
    Decker half listened as the symbiotes caught up Lux on all that had happened over the past few months, ending with how they thought Egil was opening a portal near Dracone. 
 
    “Where the hell is Wellington, by the way?” Decker asked, suddenly aware of the absence of the gangly Ik’at. 
 
    “He is in his quarters,” Saavi said. “He has become slightly withdrawn. I think that the knowledge that we are going to travel to Dracone, to see if this portal is really forming, weighs heavily on him.” 
 
    Lux had her eyes closed. At first Decker guessed that she might have caved in to exhaustion or despair, or a pleasant mix of the two. But when the ice-blue eyes opened once more, they flicked this way and that, almost as if she was reading words no one else could see. 
 
    “I would suppose that, if Egil really is rallying his strength, that his powers must be most cohesive near that portal, yes?” she asked. 
 
    Hera nodded. “So we think, sister.” 
 
    “And this planet, Dracone, it is the closest planet to where you believe the opening of the portal might be?” Lux asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Saavi said. 
 
    Lux nodded her head hard. She looked like she was doing some lightning fast thinking. 
 
    “You know that symbiotes like myself draw our power from the celestial orbs, sisters,” she said, her face twitching and her fingers tapping on the arms of the bracer seat. “Those who specialize in light, like myself, spent most of our time letting our minds run and drift through the infinite meadows of heaven, in the space between the blossoming stars, the blooms of the void.” 
 
    Decker didn’t know about any of that shit, but by the way the other symbiotes were nodding their heads, it seemed like Lux was talking sense, despite her talk not making a lick of it to him. 
 
    “I feel in the fibers that knit my mortal frame,” jabbered the excitable, energetic symbiote, “that Egil’s influence must be behind what’s happening on the planet of Dracone. The question is, though, what is his goal? He never did anything without a goal in mind, not if all the word of mouth reports by our elders were to be believed.” 
 
    Decker glanced briefly at Hera. She still hadn’t shared her involvement in Egil’s banishment with anyone else. 
 
    “How does anything on Dracone help him achieve his goal?” Lorelei asked. “That place… It is like a black hole that draws people attracted to all the things that could be said to be the bane of humanity. Those who like to drink, who are indolent, who are bereft of beliefs, ideas, politics, and principals. It is a place where men and women settle into vice or nothingness, who embrace a strange type of non-existence, and come to accept it.” 
 
    “And yet, it’s a place of boundless opportunity too,” Decker pointed out. “I didn’t much make for an interesting person myself. I never wanted to be interesting, really. I’d seen a lot of interesting people end up dead. Being interesting always struck me as being a bit too hard for the payoff you received. What I really wanted was some cushy gig picking up soft, lazy assholes who wouldn’t choose to fight when you cornered them. The kinds of criminals who occupied hazy niches to live in, until they eventually slipped up and I got to come and kick their doors down and drag them away, and then get paid for it.” 
 
    “And yet, here you are,” Lux said, her eyes shining brightly in the LED shine of the light above her head. 
 
    Decker grunted. “I don’t pretend to know how it all works. I have enough trouble facing each problem as it bowls down the track and tries to smack me in the face.” 
 
    “A simple man,” Lux said. 
 
    Decker managed to shrug with his mouth. 
 
    “But even a simple man can be very good at changing the course of the future,” Lux said. 
 
    Decker said nothing. 
 
    “What is the next problem, Captain James Decker?” the newest addition to the crew asked, leaning forward in her seat so that the gimbal it was mounted on swiveled to accommodate the change in her position. 
 
    Decker sighed softly through his nose. 
 
    “There’s only one way to find out what the next problem is, I think,” he said, “and that’s by setting a course for Dracone.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Life onboard the Farrago fell back into its regular rhythm with an alacrity that was almost jarring after the intensity of the action on the Galactic Watch Committee space station. One moment, nerves had been stretched to breaking point. Then, that evening, they all sat around the largest table in the galley enjoying a special meal of vat grown steaks, potatoes, and greens. 
 
     From gung-ho bloodshed to domestic bliss, Decker thought. He speared his protein and mineral-made faux broccoli and examined it. The bounty hunting life might be many things, but dull isn’t one of them. 
 
    It was going to take them a little over a week at faster than light speed to reach Dracone. Decker knew that without so much as consulting the star charts. That was one thing about living in a system in a constant state of flux and war: it taught most people to stay on top of their galactic coordinate system homework. 
 
    Decker was down in the cargo bay a few days after they had blasted away from the GWC space station. He had more time on his hands than he currently knew what to do with. It was amazing how slow the hours dragged by when no one was trying to kill you.  
 
    In an attempt to stay productive, Decker had made his way down to the hold and set himself the job of running an inventory of weapons, armor, and other gear.  
 
    In truth, he could simply have asked Lorelei to play quartermaster, and she would have instantly been able to list off every item in the ship, down to the last nut and bolt—if the Farrago was comprised of even a single nut or bolt. Decker felt like he was becoming a little too reliant on the symbiote though, and he didn’t want to let any of his edges as a captain dull.  
 
    What was more, he kind of missed the monotony of this kind of thing. Mundane tasks had a certain comfort about them. Doing them, or at least delegating them to a grumbling crew, had taken up much of his time on the Fortune. 
 
    He had just discovered a cache of large metal crates, which he had noticed before, but never bothered to actually look in. One of the crates contained a couple of boxes filled with an assortment of small robots, ranging from palm to fingernail size, which he quickly identified as covert surveillance drones. Another crate was filled with what looked to be pieces of powered armor—man-amplifier gear, as Decker knew it. With the air of a cognoscenti, he was busy admiring a selection of symbiote-made gauntlets, when someone cleared their throat politely behind him. 
 
    Decker revolved in a low crouch. He didn’t fall into an instant state of alertness. He wasn’t worried about being snuck up on the Farrago. The chances of someone sneaking aboard the ship were slim to nil. Plus, he had been around symbiotes long enough now to know that they generally moved with about as much noise as shadows. 
 
    “They’re anti-personnel weapons and multi-tools,” Lux said, pointing at the gauntlet that Decker still had in his hand.  
 
    He admired the piece of armor. Its surface resembled the finest chainmail and was about as thick as the average welder’s gauntlet, though with slightly more rigidity. On the back of the hand was a small box with lights on the edge that faced up the wearer’s arm, almost like a magazine. Four small tubes ran out from this box and were fastened to the fingers. 
 
    “Yeah, I thought it might be something like that,” Decker said. “I hadn’t even looked down here. Didn’t ever really feel like there was time. Now though, in the brief peace we find ourselves in between shit shows, it seemed like I might as well take a look in all the Farrago’s nooks and crannies. See if there was anything lying around that might come useful in, well, whatever mess we find ourselves in next.” 
 
    Lux nodded in that rapid manner of hers, then cocked her head to the side and rested it on the edge of the hatchway in which she was standing. 
 
    “In peacetime we think out and dwell on who we would like to be; in battle we find out who we really are,” she said. 
 
    “True enough. Things become very… real and clear when you’re fighting for your life,” Decker said, placing the gauntlet back in its crate and latching the lid. He stood up and then leaned against the cold metal of the crates. 
 
    “That sounds like the kind of advice that you might give someone just before they go to war, Lux,” he said. 
 
    She just looked at him with frank appraisal glimmering in her icy blue eyes. 
 
    “Is that what you think we’re approaching?” he asked. “Battle? A war?” 
 
    “I don’t think we’re approaching it, Decker. I think we’re standing on the brink of it, with our toes hanging over the edge and a long drop only a step away. What comes next? Who can say? If war it must be, then war it will be. If Egil wants to fight, then there is only so much that we can do to dissuade or stop him.” 
 
    The words poured out of the blue-haired symbiote in gushes. Like electricity surging from a ruptured generator. 
 
    “Got any advice on how we might try to hold it together if it comes to a full-blown scrap?” Decker asked. “How we might survive if we’re pitted against Egil, face to face.” 
 
    Lux cocked her head to the other side and then back again. She clicked her teeth together a few times and tapped her foot against the floor. 
 
    “Yes,” she said at last. “Yes, that is a bit of a conundrum if I’m honest with you. Humans are limited in their abilities. Not so much their bodies, but their minds. Although, I must say that your team, and you in particular, Captain Decker, have surprised me. I did not highly rate your chances of getting me out of that station. Even with Hera fighting with you.” 
 
    Decker grinned mirthlessly. “Another one who had such low expectations. I know, to some extent, the power and abilities that your race has at their disposal. It’s potent stuff. Saavi, Hera, and the others act nobly. They don’t misuse their powers—powers that my people don’t understand and so fear. Powers that, if they could understand them and harness them, they wouldn’t hesitate to use in all sorts of nefarious ways.” 
 
    Lux didn’t look surprised at his assessment of humanity’s inbuilt inability not to play with fire and, specifically and inevitably, use it to set others they didn’t like or agree with alight. 
 
    “Maybe that’s the key to staying sane and centered in times of war, Decker,” she replied. “Maybe it is all about making a handful of virtuous deeds count amid all the blood and death and chaos.” 
 
    “Yeah, that might be so. Still, I can’t help but think that if this Egil guy manages to worm his way out of the woodwork, he’s going to be the sort of individual who only responds to one recourse of action: he’s going to have to be put down.” 
 
    “And will you be the one to do it?” Lux asked, a slightly sardonic smile twisting her lips. 
 
    “I’m no soldier. I’m a hunter by trade. I’m no killer.” 
 
    “And yet you have killed.” 
 
    “I’ve done what I’ve had to do to survive,” Decker said. “I’m not a member of The Consociation of Hassassins. I don’t hunt people and kill them for money like a hassassin. The man who raised me, Tyk. He told me that he thought briefly about sending me to them as a kid. Thought I had the disposition for it.” 
 
    “But he didn’t?” 
 
    “I could never get my head around the one tenet that makes an hassassin. Their creed is based on the idea that humans are natural born killers.” 
 
    “And you don’t agree?” 
 
    Decker sniffed and scratched at the back of his head. “If it’s such a natural thing, why do men and women have to get taught how to do it?” 
 
    Lux made a little noise in her throat. Decker wasn’t sure whether it was agreement or amusement. Might’ve been a little of both.  
 
    She ventured slowly, tentatively into the cargo bay until she was a few paces from Decker. 
 
    “For someone who is not a killer, you are remarkably good at killing,” she said. 
 
    “I like to think of the whole killing thing as a byproduct of being a really good survivor.” 
 
    Lux made another small noise. She drummed her fingers across her chest thoughtfully. Bit her lip. Blinked her eyes a few times and furrowed her eyebrows. Decker got the sense that there was a lot whirling through the mind of the pixie-like symbiote. 
 
    “The others, my sisters, they trust you,” she said. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And they have told me they have shared certain… experiences with you.” 
 
    “Yes,” Decker said in a gruff voice. 
 
    Lux nodded quickly, as if he had confirmed something important to her. 
 
    Decker had more than an inkling as to what was going to happen next. He wondered if the whole bonding thing was as important to the symbiotes as he felt it was. Did they really all fancy bedding down with him, or was it purely a means to an end that he could not quite make out yet. 
 
    They had, for whatever reason, chosen him as their champion, as their catalyst for the future they needed to bring to life. Was the whole fucking his brains out thing just one facet in that grand plan; to make him more powerful and formidable so that he could more easily deliver them from whatever evil was rising in the blackness between the stars? That might have been the start, but it was clearly not the end of their interactions with him. Slowly but surely, the longer he spent with each individual symbiote woman, the closer they became.  
 
    Decker sighed to himself. 
 
    Shit, all I wanted was to get paid when this started. Now…  
 
    He stretched out a hand to the symbiote, who Hera had told him focused on all things to do with lambency and light. As he did so, Lux’s refulgent blue eyes glowed suddenly brighter. She seemed to slip aside from him, moving with inhuman speed that befuddled his eyes. 
 
    “There is something about you, Decker,” Lux said, “that reminds me of a tale out of symbiote lore. A tale that revolved around a folk hero of sorts—a rogue who many overlooked and discounted, and who ended up rescuing one of the elders’ prized daughters.” 
 
    Decker grunted. It was an evasive sound. 
 
    “Well, I don’t mind stories,” he said. “I don’t mind losing myself in some other place for a while. But you have to be careful not to put too much store in them. That way lies disappointment. Life isn’t like fiction. There’s no guarantee of a happy ending.” 
 
    “Ah, the ending does not matter so much. So long as there is someone willing to fight for it to be happy. That’s what I think.” 
 
    “Well, I’ll fight for it. For you. Though I wouldn’t call myself a fighter, it turns out that we’re getting pretty good at it on this ship. Besides, that’s what we’ve been paid to do, isn’t it? I wouldn’t be much of a bounty hunter if I reneged on a contract that’s been agreed upon.” 
 
    “Five of seven,” Lux said. 
 
    “Only two to go,” Decker said. “Who knows, I might yet make it through this with all my essential body parts still intact.” 
 
    Awareness and alertness helped a bounty hunter in various aspects of their lives—namely in keeping a hold of it. The honing of those traits had enabled Decker to spot dangers, find quick solutions to problems and, of course, answer difficult questions with a gut-based confidence.  
 
    Those two particular characteristics, insight and vigilance, had become such integral parts of his psyche that his ignorance and fears concerning his own abilities had started dying out. It was what he had to thank for becoming a living weapon and tool of sorts. 
 
    Lux, however, moved so fast that Decker barely registered her stepping in past his guard at all. She was standing outside of his reach, where she had slipped when he had held his hand out to her, and then she was right up in his personal space. Close enough to slip a knife into his ear if she had wanted. Close enough to spit poison in his face.  
 
    Close enough to kiss him, as it turned out. 
 
    Decker flinched initially. The speed and abruptness startled him, but the sensation of the kiss surprised him too. It was like touching a live wire, only with his lips. A frisson of pure energy, energy that was not necessarily electrical—couldn’t be electrical, really. 
 
    For an instant, the ceiling LEDs dimmed and flickered. Decker reached up instinctively and pulled the symbiote closer to him still. As he touched her back, the hairs on his arms stood up and tingles flowed through his palm. 
 
    “Ah, ah, ah, Decker, not so hasty,” Lux said, pulling away from him. Close as she was to him, her breath smelled sterile and charged, like a breeze heralding a thunderstorm.  
 
    The lights flickered back to full brightness. A slight movement over the symbiote’s shoulder caught Decker’s attention. He thought he saw something, or someone, step smartly around a stack of crates and out of sight, though his eyes had been bamboozled by the kiss and the sporadic dim and glow of the lights around him. 
 
    “But, I thought—” he started to say. 
 
    “You thought that we would bond, yes,” Lux said, quite unabashedly. “But you have your chores,” and she motioned around at the half finished inventory that Decker was making of the gear and weapons, “and I have mine.” 
 
    “You do?” Decker asked. 
 
    Lux nodded. Pushed herself firmly but gently out of his grip, smiling at him coyly all the while. It was the kind of look that could have been pasted into a dictionary database under the expression ‘treat them mean and keep them keen’. It was the kind of look that already had Decker hungry for more, in spite of the very little he had received. Or, maybe, it was because of it. 
 
    “I have seen you and I have felt you,” Lux said, each of her fingers tapping the thumb on the corresponding hand. “I’m going to give Lorelei the symbiote upgrade which I was protecting—for this is what my rescue was about, no?” 
 
    She flourished one of the small slivers of carbon gray material, which Decker knew to be a data-holding splinter of vestrite that would be absorbed into the ship. She waggled it back and forth, mimicking the motion with her hips as she backed away. 
 
    “Yes, I have seen you now. You. But, perhaps we shall see more of each other later,” she said. 
 
    Decker said nothing, but watched the symbiote stride back over to the hatchway through which she had appeared and out of sight. As she vanished around the side of the hatchway, he saw her blue eyes flare like a couple of sapphire supernovas, filled with promise and allure. 
 
    When she was gone, Decker puffed out his cheeks and rubbed his stubbly jaw. Then, without so much looking around from where he was staring thoughtfully at the now empty hatchway, he said, “This is turning into a bit of a habit of yours, Hawkes.” 
 
    From out of the gloom that cloaked the rear of the cargo area, Rosa Hawkes emerged from between a stack of metal crates. 
 
    “Sorry, cap,” she said. 
 
    “What’re you sorry for?” Decker asked as Rosa walked over to him, swinging her arms guiltily around her. 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “What do you think? For keeping an eye on you while you were getting it on. Twice.” 
 
    Decker snorted. “In fairness, it was really only once, wasn’t it?” 
 
    Rosa laughed. “I’m sure the double would have been on, had you been allowed to have your way.” 
 
    “I guess we’ll never know now.” 
 
    Rosa bit her lip, screwing up her face like she was in a bit of discomfort. 
 
    “And then there was the gym too,” she said. 
 
    “What about the gym?” Decker asked. 
 
    “When you were down working out. And Hera came in to talk to you. I was in the cockpit, flicking through the cameras while I was bored. And…” Rosa shrugged. “I stayed for the show,” she finished.  
 
    Decker pinched the bridge of his nose between forefinger and thumb. 
 
    “Only place on this ship that doesn’t have cameras are the crew quarters, cap,” Rosa said. “Just for future reference.” 
 
    Decker nodded. He wasn’t sure if he was meant to be annoyed or mortified. Strangely, he found that the idea of Rosa Hawkes watching him get it on with another woman was, if anything, appealing. Of course, that could have been because his libido was half-cocked and his manhood at half-mast after his brush with Lux. 
 
    “Can I ask you something, Hawkes?” he said. 
 
    “Sure. Anything, cap.” 
 
    “Why have you been watching me?” 
 
    Rosa considered the question. A faint blush suffused her cheeks, but she didn’t avoid Decker’s gaze as she mulled her answer over. 
 
    “A couple of reasons, I guess,” she said. “The first reason is because, apart from that sack of shit Wellington sitting in our brig, I’m the only one on the Farrago not getting any.” 
 
    “What about Craglin?” Decker pointed out. 
 
    Rosa shuddered. “I’d rather put a chemical fire out with my vagina then let that little mad dog anywhere near my pants.” 
 
    Decker chuckled. “C’mon, I’m sure he’d be willing to oblige you, if you’re suffering from blue tubes, or whatever the female equivalent of blue balls— Ouch!” 
 
    Decker rubbed his arm where Rosa had thumped him. 
 
    “Don’t even joke about that, cap,” she said, raising her fist again. 
 
    “All right, all right, I submit,” he said, putting his hands up. “What’s the second reason?” 
 
    The look that Rosa fixed on Decker gave him an idea of how a moth felt when it was pinned to a lepidopterist’s board.  
 
    “You’re telling me that you don’t know, cap?” she asked, in a voice that had gone abruptly deep and serious. 
 
    Decker’s mouth had dried. He swallowed. He didn’t trust himself to answer without the words coming out as a squeak.  
 
    “I know you, cap,” Rosa said, slinking forward and closing the space between them, running her hand along the top of one of the metal crates. “I know you play dumb when it suits your game plan, but I also know that you’re anything but unintelligent. A lot of our fellow members of the Unofficial Consortium of Bounty Hunters think that luck has a lot to do with your reputation and success, but I know you.” 
 
    The fringe of Rosa’s purple hair hung over her face, half obscuring it. Unthinkingly, Decker raised his hand and smoothed it back. He tucked the long strands behind one ear, but he did not lower his hand. 
 
    “I think I know why,” he said, his voice low, mirroring Rosa’s unconsciously. 
 
    In truth, he had wanted to have this conversation for months now. He had spent many nights in his bunk hoping for it, imagining how it might play out.  
 
    Now that it looked like it might actually happen though, he feared that if he admitted how he felt or what he wanted in anything louder than a whisper, he risked shattering whatever spell had enveloped the cargo hold. 
 
    “Good,” Rosa said. 
 
    The shedding of their flight suits and bio-suits did not take long. It did not take much thinking about. The shedding of the knowledge that Rosa had just given him, that everywhere but the crew sleeping cabins were covered by cameras, took Decker even less time. Rosa certainly paid the information as little heed as he had. 
 
    An icy rivulet of foreboding, like what they were sharing was somehow a fantastic precursor to a much darker time, burgeoned in Decker’s stomach where it blended oddly with the building, breathless lust that was flaming up in his groin. He forced the feeling aside.  
 
    Decker didn’t believe in premonitions or any of that crap. All they could do was make sure they were as prepared as they could be. 
 
    And hope like hell that Dorian Wellington’s vision had been wrong, and that Egil’s portal was a figment of his addled brain. 
 
    Rosa closed her eyes and squirmed as Decker reached down and spread her pussy lips with his rough hand. He ran his finger up and down her wet slit and in and out of her holiest of holies, before burying his callused digit deep in the beautiful woman’s sex, as she pressed her pelvis into Decker’s.  
 
    Unable to fight the ravenous, urgent urges to lose himself in his medical officer’s taut body any longer, he dropped to his knees on the hard metal deck. His purple-haired paramour grabbed him by the back of his head and eagerly pulled his face toward her hot crotch, as keen as keen could be to get her superior officer giving her head she apparently felt was long overdue. 
 
    Decker obliged. As he ate Rosa out with unconcealed relish, he looked up and caught eyes with her. Her eyes crinkled up as she gave the captain of the Farrago a wicked grin. He grinned back, his mouth ringed with a mixture of pussy juice and saliva. 
 
    “Aren’t you a sight for sore eyes,” Rosa purred. “It’s about fucking time.” 
 
    Decker licked some of her wetness off his lips and said, “You know sometimes a gentleman might benefit from a written invitation.” 
 
    Gazing deep into Rosa’s eyes, he gently slid his finger along her pussy, before sucking on it in an exaggerated fashion. 
 
    Rosa moaned; a soft, high-pitched little whimper. 
 
    “I’ve told you once before that you’re no gentleman, cap,” she said. “And I’ll add that I’m no fucking lady eith… ah!” 
 
    Her last word turned into an inarticulate sighing gurgle as Decker went back to lapping at her clitoris. 
 
    While he worked, Decker put his hand between his own legs and started to play with himself a bit, stoking his own desire—not that it needed much stoking—all the while looking at Rosa.  
 
    “Come up here and kiss me, James Decker,” she said in a sultry voice. 
 
    He stood, flowing up the front of her body, the hard plains of his muscled and scarred physique rubbing up against Rosa’s bare stomach and breasts. Her soaking wet pussy rubbed against his thick thigh as she opened her legs and straddled it, pressing her sex to his body in unspoken invitation. His cock was squashed against the shorter woman’s stomach. It tingled with anticipation. 
 
    They kissed, tongues entwined like a couple of the more randy, lascivious types of vines that they might have encountered on Pelunov had they stuck around for a bit longer. Decker cupped one of Rosa’s juicy tits and squeezed the thick nipple. The medical officer groaned into his mouth, and her nipple hardened with desire. 
 
    “Fuck me,” Rosa said, softly. “Fuck me until I beg for fucking mercy. Fuck me like you fucked Hera in the gymnasium.” 
 
    His hand crept back down to her pussy. He gave it a few playful slaps, which caused the woman squished against him to gasp and crush her lips harder into Decker’s. 
 
    “Just like that?” Decker growled, pulling back and feigning surprise. 
 
    “What, d’you want me to play hard to fucking get or something, cap?” Rosa asked huskily. She leaned forward and bit him on the neck and then on the chest. “It might be a bit too late for that, don’t you think?” 
 
    “I don’t think,” he said with a short laugh. “I just do what I’m told.” 
 
    “That’s what I like to hear. Now, fuck me!” 
 
    He sat on a metal crate, grabbed Rosa by the hips, and turned her around so that her wonderfully shapely ass was in his face. Then, not worrying about being too gentle, he pulled her back down toward him so that she was squatting over his cock. 
 
    Decker watched a thin strand of pussy juice hang from his medical officer’s quivering lips. In fascination, he followed the string of girl-juice down onto the tip of his cock.  
 
    As if he had been stung into action, the bounty hunter guided her down. They let out matching gravelly sighs of contentment and rapture as Decker slid into her. 
 
    Rosa moaned low in her throat as she was penetrated by his throbbing member. He felt her relax and surrender herself to the pace that he set.  
 
    While Decker had her by the ass and hips, she leaned back and took the rest of her weight on her hands. Every now and again, she would glance over her bare shoulder and smile at him appreciatively when he squeezed her tits and tweaked her nipples. 
 
    Tendrils of warm contentment spread from his groin and up into his stomach as Rosa bounced up and down on his balls, dropping herself onto his shaft as though she had a personal grievance against it.   
 
    “Holy hell, it’s been so long,” she gasped, her voice jumping up and down as he thrust in and out of her, jerking the words from her. “So long.” 
 
    “No need to rub it in, Hawkes,” Decker teased gruffly. “We got there in the end, didn’t we?” 
 
    She laughed softly. “No, it’s not that. It’s… oh fuck, yes! It’s, um, just that I’m so fucking horny that I feel that I could orgasm at any minute.” 
 
    “Do what you like,” Decker growled, sliding his hands down her stomach so that he could play with her clit, “but don’t expect me to stop what I’m doing. I’m the captain, remember?” 
 
    “Yes… Yes, sir!” Rosa panted. 
 
    In an attempt to keep her building orgasm at bay for a shared climax, he picked her up. His member slid out of her, but prodded against her wet, pink mound, as he turned her around and set her on the edge of the crate he had been sitting on. 
 
    “Hold on a moment,” he said, his breath coming a little raggedly from the exertion. 
 
    He reached down, grabbed up their discarded flight and bio-suits, and then laid them out as a bit of extra padding for the beautiful woman. 
 
    “See?” he said. “And you say I’m no gentleman.” 
 
    “Well shit, a girl’s got to be wrong at least once in her life, I guess,” Rosa said, pushing her sweaty hair out of her eyes. 
 
    “That’s right,” he said, his own green-blue eyes locked on Rosa’s. “Now, open your fucking legs, Hawkes.” 
 
    “Yes sir, captain,” she said demurely. 
 
    With a seductive slowness that set his heart to thumping and his prick to twitching, Rosa spread her toned legs. 
 
    “Like that?” she asked, reaching down to rub her pussy and slip a finger inside of it. 
 
    “Yeah,” Decker said thickly. “Yeah, that’s the sort of thing that I had in mind. 
 
    He stepped forward, while Rosa splayed her wonderful womanhood as far open as she could, pressed his dick into the slot, and started pounding away at her pussy once more. 
 
    Being as agile and flexible as she was, Rosa soon had her legs pulled up, so high that her knees touched her ears. She spread her gleaming pink pussy open with her hands, holding Decker’s eye all the while he fucked her with an almost aggressive abandon and moaning meekly as his balls slapped against her asshole. 
 
    “That’s it, cap, right there, right there, yes,” she breathed. “Oh, holy shit, that feels fucking amazing. Keep going! Keep going, keep going. Please!” 
 
    The angle of Decker’s cock must have been hitting her in that particularly special spot because he noticed her toes curling and her legs turning to jelly. His ministrations had turned the molten lustful fire inside of her into a veritable torrent of volcanic passion. If Decker had been any judge, and he’d have been the last person to label himself such, Rosa was on the cusp of a mind-melting orgasm. 
 
    And I’m not going to be so very far behind, he thought.  
 
    It was like his thought transmuted itself; changed into an instruction and wrote itself into the air in a font that only Rosa could read. 
 
    Her blue eyes went wide. They rolled up into her head for a moment before rolling back down again so that they could fasten on him. She reached out and clawed at the bounty hunter’s chest. There was a pleading expression on her face, as she bit her lip and her nails drew beads of blood on Decker’s pectoral muscles. 
 
    “Are you going to make me cum, cap?” she asked. 
 
    Decker didn’t answer, but hoped fervently that he was. 
 
    I’ll give it my best fucking shot at least, he thought wryly. 
 
    “Yes, you are,” Rosa whimpered. “Yes you are, cap. Let’s cum together okay? Yeah? Fuck me harder, cap! That’s it! Harder! Harder! Yes, oh shit, yes!” 
 
    The burly bounty hunter, sweat beading his forehead and shaved scalp, thrust savagely into her.  
 
    For her part, Rosa used one hand to try and pull Decker as far into herself as she could. With the other hand she rubbed frantically at her clit. Rubbing, rubbing, rubbing, her movements flicking his navel with her wetness. 
 
    “Okay, Captain Decker, I’m going to fucking cum!” Rosa said, her abdominals clenching and unclenching under her skin. “I’m going to—!” 
 
    And Rosa Hawkes let herself go. She jerked and bucked under him, her mouth stretched in a silent ‘O’ of frenzied delight, her eyes rolling back as waves of what looked like almost painful pleasure broke through her.  
 
    At the same time, a boiling warmth emanated from Decker’s groin and spread into his stomach. As his face creased up with the orgasm, he pulled out from her soaking wet pussy and spurted ropes of cum over her taut stomach and the lips of her pussy. 
 
    Decker staggered away. His legs were wet noodles. The sex with Rosa had taken much out of him. With as much grace as a drunken star sailor on planet-leave, he stumbled and fetched up against the bulkhead. He smacked his head and slid down the wall, landing in a heap a few paces from where Rosa was slumped against a crate. 
 
    She cracked an eye and laughed silently at him. Mixed tears of mirth and sated desire ran down her face. 
 
    “Damn,” she said breathlessly, “would you look at the pair of us. That Egil really better watch his back, huh? He’s not going to know what hit him.” 
 
    Decker rubbed his head and smiled back at the gorgeous naked woman sitting above him. Then, as the glorious satisfaction of his own climax faded like the heat residual heat of a missed plasma round, his smile faded.  
 
    “I don’t know about his back,” Decker said, “but if we get to Dracone and that son of a bitch has started something, having eyes in the back of his head is only going to give me a couple of extra targets to stick my laz-blade in.”  
 
    Rosa lay her head back on her arm and looked up at the blank metal of the cargo bay ceiling. 
 
    “Now that, James Decker,” she said, “is some serious pillow-talk.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    On reaching Dracone, it became immediately apparent that something was wrong. Sitting in the pilot’s seat at the moment that they exited jump-space, Decker noted that even the localized system directly surrounding the ice planet was very different from the last time they had been there. 
 
    And that wasn’t that long ago. 
 
    The star looked… warped, almost like space was bending around them. For a long moment he and Rosa, who was in the co-pilot’s chair, just stared at the monitors, trying to wrap their heads around what they were seeing. 
 
    “It’s happening, then,” Lorelei said from behind them. There was unmistakable dread in her voice. Fear too. 
 
    “But what is happening?” Decker asked. 
 
    “Ah, that, I think, we will unfortunately find out before long,” Saavi said as she unbuckled her bracer seat. 
 
    Decker checked the Farrago’s scanners and arrays. There were no radiation spikes. Nothing on the thermal scans that looked out of the ordinary. Electromagnetic energy levels were normal. Planets, asteroids, and moons reflected that energy back, glowed in the darkness, as per normal, but there was absolutely nothing weird in its fluctuations. 
 
    Turning his eyes to the small ice planet itself, Decker frowned. 
 
    Dracone—once a bright, colorful, milky blue beacon calling to all degenerates and ne’er-do-wells the system over—was darker, like someone had snuffed its soul out. Decker gave his head a little shake, willing himself not to view the swirling atmosphere with a maudlin or overly dramatic eye. 
 
    “Is it just me,” Craglin’s voice crackled through the comms system from where he was still fettling and fiddling with ULR Troublemaker, “or does the old shithole look a little duller somehow?” 
 
    Wellington got up from his seat and stepped over to where Apricis was sitting at one of the polycarbonate workbenches. She was sliding her finger slowly through the radio bands. 
 
    “Obviously, we have no time-lag to our messages now,” the wan-faced Ik’at businessman said. “Have you not had anything through from this Zizara Yasine whom I have heard so much about?” 
 
    Apricis’ usually smooth face was furrowed in concentration and confusion. 
 
    “I am getting no radio signals from Dracone at all,” she said. 
 
    Wellington’s face paled another shade. 
 
    Decker looked around at Apricis. “Come on, there must be some chatter at least. Tap into the port-wide open frequency. Someone must be talking to someone else.” 
 
    Apricis carried on scanning, while Decker guided the ship into the blue planet’s orbit. 
 
    “That, ah, that would not strike me as particularly promising,” Wellington said carefully. “Especially when married with the odd light bending effect that I think we all noticed when pushing through Dracone’s orbit. Do we not think? Or was I the only one to—” 
 
    “Enough,” snapped Decker. 
 
    Wellington quieted and sat himself down at the far end of the control deck. He looked like he wanted to cry. Decker hoped that he wouldn’t. 
 
    “Lux?” he said, more to change the subject and break the silence than actually being interested in the answer. “Lux, the data that you gave Lorelei. How does it help the ship? What does it contain? And give it to me in a way that I’ll understand the first time around, please.” 
 
    Lux, who had been pacing and humming to herself, stopped in the middle of the control deck. 
 
    “It enhances our jump-space capabilities,” she said. “In essence, it will make us faster. In fact, it has already done so.” 
 
    “I did think that we were running a little ahead of schedule, hon,” Rosa said to her. 
 
    “Was that simple enough for you, Decker?” Lux asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said distractedly. “Yeah. Thanks.” 
 
    “Decker, there is one thing,” Hera said. 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “I can feel life below us,” the symbiote told him. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Yes. And not just the variety of cellular life that one might expect to find on an ice planet the likes of this one,” Hera continued, “but larger organisms.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear it,” Decker said. “You wouldn’t happen to be able to identify if any of them are of the bartender species, would you?” 
 
    “Um, no,” Hera said. 
 
    “That’s too bad,” Decker grunted, “because I can tell I’m going to be in real need of a drink really soon.” 
 
    “Decker?” Hera asked. 
 
    “Yeah, Hera.” 
 
    “These larger organisms. Something feels off about them. They are at once familiar and also not.” 
 
    Decker cracked his knuckles. His ire was building up. 
 
    “Let’s just see what we see when we see it,” Rosa said, placing a calming hand on Decker’s forearm.  
 
    “Everyone make sure you have your bio-suits on,” Decker reminded them all—pointlessly. “We’ve got a chilly day out there. Minus three hundred Fahrenheit.” 
 
    He was spouting such shit, he knew, because he was nervous.  
 
    Nothing peeped over the comms. Nothing. No hint of commerce. Not so much as one aug operator giving one of his colleagues shit about the latest Interstellar Grand Prix result. Nadda. 
 
    As they dropped through the cloudy troposphere, and the Farrago was buffeted by icy winds, Decker sent out a surreptitious lidar pulse. He didn’t say anything to the others, but he did this because he was worried they were about to set down on a dead planet. A planet scrubbed clean of life, as Milenides had been by the Thraxians.      
 
    Please don’t let any of those surviving assholes have come here, Decker found himself fervently hoping. 
 
    However, the lidar scan came back positive. At least, positive in the way that the geography of the port city had not changed, nor the layout of its buildings. 
 
    Decker just couldn’t understand the communications silence. 
 
    Rosa tried, a few times, to hail the portmaster as they descended. She asked for clearance to dock and to be assigned a berth, but never received a response. The fourth time of no reply, she simply gave up and looked at Decker grimly. 
 
    “This is bad, cap,” she said. 
 
    “It’s not good,” he agreed.  
 
    Once they’d breached the cloud layer, Decker guided the Farrago under the kilometers high track of the orbital elevator and dropped it toward the lights of the space port’s main hub. 
 
    Only, there were no lights. 
 
    As they descended, Decker could make out the familiar shapes of the buildings of Dracone’s port. Buildings that he knew and could recognize, even through the cruel blizzard that was blowing horizontally across the base. To the left of them were the massively fortified and high-security fusion pellet silos, the telemetry equipment and sensor arrays built into the side of a rounded hill, which had been smoothed to an almost perfect roundness by the ceaseless wind, the ugly single story short-stay accommodation block, and some of the powerplants. 
 
    On their left—as Decker swept the living spaceship around in a tight turn to dock at a deserted berth that would leave them less distance to walk to the entrance nearest the Cateran Supper Club—rose more power plants, the tops of the surface-to-orbit torpedo bays, and some of the emergency repair hangars. 
 
    There was the sound of the hatch to the main control deck opening, thumping footsteps, and then Craglin said, “Anyone else wondering where the hell everyone is?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Decker said. “Yeah, I was.” 
 
    The group touched down on Dracone. The ship’s shock attenuators bobbed as the landing gear took the full ninety tons of the Farrago’s weight.  
 
    Decker had a sneaking suspicion that the ship had grown since they had last touched down on this rock of vice and criminality. He supposed it had something to do with the data stick Hera had supplied the Farrago with. Decker made a note to ask her how that might be, if they survived the next few hours. 
 
    Once they had touched down, the entire crew assembled in the cargo bay to get tooled up. While each of them took the specific firearms and weapons they were most comfortable with, all of the humans, bar Dorian Wellington, wore shock suits. Each of them wore, Wellington included, a mask and breather.  
 
    The symbiotes wore nothing except their usual silver-gray figure-hugging garb, in spite of the lethally cold weather and hostile atmosphere waiting for them outside. 
 
    Changing and checking of weapons happened in silence. Only when Decker saw that none of the symbiotes, even Apricis, who had previously wielded a spacer carbine to great effect, were carrying conventional weapons did he say something. 
 
    “I have a feeling that this might very well be one of those days where we can’t have enough guns,” the bounty hunter said. 
 
    Saavi shook her head. “No, Decker,” she said, “if we are forced into combat today, for us at least, it will not be that sort of fight.” 
 
    So sure did she sound that Decker said nothing more. 
 
    “Where to first, cap?” Rosa asked. 
 
    “Back to the old watering hole, ain’t it?” Craglin asked. 
 
    In between planets, the little guy had customized a shock suit so that it fitted his stature. Indeed, it looked like it fitted him better than Decker’s fit him. He had a cryopistol on his hip and the Troublemaker in his arms. Wrapped in a double loop around his sizable gut was a belt packed with glowing red two-phase plasma rounds. 
 
    “You’ve been busy,” Decker observed. 
 
    “I’ve told you before, mate, old Craglin ain’t here to fuck spiders.” 
 
    “I thought you weren’t here to put shoes on centipedes?” Decker said. 
 
    “Yeah, that too,” Craglin admitted. “Besides, someone needs to at least look like they are here and they mean business.” 
 
    Decker held up his close quarter battle coilgun. “What do you call this?” 
 
    “Yeah, it might do the job, I grant you,” Craglin conceded. “But if a bloke wants to be taken seriously, if he wants to look as flash as a rat with a gold tooth, then he needs to carry one of these.” He patted the long, thin rifle in his hands. “It’s a hard or outright deranged bastard who looks upon one of these babies and doesn’t wee his pants just a little bit.” 
 
    “Hello?” Rosa said, with that peevishness that women reserve just for those men that they catch dick comparing. “Where are we going, cap?” 
 
    “Short-ass is right,” Decker said. “There’s only one place that can be our first port of call. And only one person I think we need to find.” 
 
    “Good luck, all of you,” Lorelei said. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Decker, Rosa, Craglin, Dorian Wellington, Saavi, Lux, Apricis, and Hera pushed the unresponsive automatic door that led to the Cateran Supper Club open and stepped through into the dimly lit cavernous room. 
 
    On the surface, the famed watering hole appeared dead, like everything else they had seen on the way through the deserted halls of Dracone Port’s subterranean complex.  
 
    The once-lively planet had become a ghost town. 
 
    Clubs and bars had been abandoned. Their familiar hang-outs too, the fighting cages, strip joints, card parlors, and blackmarket dealers lay barren. There had been no sign of life.  
 
    More worryingly still, there had been no real signs of death. Whatever had taken place, it had not given any of the inhabitants or denizens of Dracone time to riot. 
 
    As they padded silently through the derelict and eerily quiet bar, Decker was struck by just how depressing and alien a drinking club was when it was dark and empty and bereft of everything that gave it life; people, music, laughter, shouted curses. 
 
    “There are still drinks in the glasses,” Rosa said as they advanced through the club, weapons shifting this way and that in tight arcs. 
 
    “A crying shame,” Craglin said. As they passed a table, the Renkiddion reached up, snared a drink, and knocked it back. 
 
    “Not poison?” Decker asked. 
 
    “Not anymore than usual,” Craglin said, smacking his lips and wiping his mustache on the back of his sleeve. 
 
    “There’s blood on the floor,” Lux said, motioning with her head to a large brown stain on the carpet to their right. 
 
    “Of course there is,” Decker said dismissively. “This is the Cateran Supper Club.” 
 
    “I remember that night,” Rosa said, looking at the old blood stain. “That was what’s-his-face… Skorri the Smile.” 
 
    “Skorri the fucking Smile,” Decker said. “That’s right. The only thing lasting contribution to the universe that piece of shit left behind him before he was—” 
 
    A sound from ahead cut his words dead, like some invisible being had snipped the sounds clean out of the air. 
 
    Decker put his guard up, pressing his coilgun to his shoulder. His finger rested on the trigger guard, ready to fire. 
 
    “Who goes there?” Decker snarled. 
 
    “Really?” Craglin whispered from slightly behind him. “Who goes there? Bit unoriginal ain’t it?” 
 
    The sound of heels issued from out of the darkness at the back of the club. A faint tap-tap-tap-tap that was, in that moment, as comforting as the gentle sound of asteroid dust on a space-cruiser’s hull to Decker’s ears. 
 
    From the shadows, a weary-looking Zizara Yisane stepped out. She was dressed in her usual long white coat, and if she looked somewhat less pristine than she usually did, she still had that aura of unshakeable assertiveness about her. She was holding a pulser pistol and had it trained at the company. When she saw that Decker’s voice matched his face, she lowered the weapon. 
 
    “Well,” she said, as cool and calm as ever, “James Decker. What a pleasant surprise.” 
 
    Decker’s finger slid slowly from where it rested around the trigger guard of his coilgun. As he lowered his weapon, the tension in the room unwound. 
 
    “Zizara Yasine,” he said. 
 
    Yasine stopped ten paces from the crew of the Farrago. Her weapon might have been at her side, but she didn’t go so far as to holster it. 
 
    Ever polite, but ever wary. Ever composed, but ever vigilant. 
 
    He gestured around at the deserted club. 
 
    “Looks like you’re having a slow night,” he said. 
 
    Yasine gave him a thin smile. “Ah, the disingenuous glibness of the professional bounty hunter. Who would have ever thought I might come to miss it.” 
 
    Decker looked around at his crew. He was glad that Rosa and Craglin still had their weapons up in soft ready positions and were scanning the gloomy surrounds of the cavernous room. The symbiotes looked as prepared as ever. Although they might have appeared to just be standing there, their abilities were only a thought away. 
 
    “What’s been going on here?” Decker asked. “Did your customers finally tire of the exorbitant drinks prices in this joint?” 
 
    “You know that no one that couldn’t afford to drink in the Cateran Supper Club ever made it further than the front doors, James,” Yasine said. 
 
    Craglin let out a cough that sounded suspiciously like the word ‘erroneous’. 
 
    Yasine put her hand on her hip and tilted her head back a little. The simple imperious gesture coming from one with the tall and willowy physique of one born and raised in low gravity stirred something subservient in Decker. Her all-black eyes glittered like obsidian orbs as she pouted her plum-colored lips and regarded Dorian Wellington, who was standing at the back of the group with his head held low. 
 
    “Not like you to bring a bounty right to my door,” Yasine said in her husky voice. “If you were expecting credit chips in hand, then I’m afraid to tell you that I’m a little short of physical money right now.” 
 
    Decker glanced at Wellington. 
 
    “The Ik’at is a bit of a long story,” he said. “What’s been happening, Yasine?” 
 
    The soft blue light at Yasine’s temple, the only visible sign of whatever cybernetic enhancement or procedure she had been the recipient of, blinked a few times as she marshaled her words. 
 
    “Not too long after the Thrax incident,” Yasine said, in her usual business manner of one who did not waste a single syllable if she could help it, “the GWC began making their presence known on Dracone. They’ve always maintained a cursory presence, as you know, but after Thrax detonated and scattered the remnants of the Thraxian threat, they began to deploy troops here in greater numbers.” 
 
    “Briggs was looking for us?” Decker asked. 
 
    Yasine’s mouth quirked up in a gesture that Decker read as meaning ‘does it matter?’. 
 
    “Maybe at first,” she said, “but once their posturing turned into open totalitarianism, people stopped wondering why they were here. The question on everyone’s lips was when they were going to desist and leave us be once more.” 
 
    “Looks like they really did a number on the place,” Rosa said.  
 
    “Your minimization of the events is impressive, Miss Hawkes,” Yasine said. 
 
    Decker winced, thinking that Rosa’s pride wouldn’t take kindly to that kind of barb. However, it seemed that even in the wreck of her former stronghold, Rosa knew enough to respect Zizara Yasine and hold her tongue.  
 
    “Things became, ironically perhaps, draconian very swiftly,” Yasine said, allowing herself a small, cold smirk. 
 
    Tightly controlled, boundless fury coiled under that smile. Like the boiling geothermal water that bubbled under Dracone’s icy crust. 
 
    “It was not long before they started raiding all the establishments and hangouts of all those they deemed to be cracksmen, peculators, malfeasants, or defalcators.” 
 
    “You mean criminals?” Lux asked. 
 
    Yasine’s inscrutable expression did not change as she regarded the blue-haired symbiote. 
 
    “If you like,” she said. “Those targeted might have scratched a galactic law or two in their time, but haven’t we all?” 
 
    “No,” Saavi said. 
 
    “Oh, you should really give it a go,” Yasine said. “After all, it’s only really those who have a dead-end vision for what they want to wring from the universe that can ever live within the confinements of the law.” 
 
    “Hear, hear,” Craglin said, managing to use the butt of his Troublemaker to snare himself another drink from a high table.  
 
    “What precipitated all this Galactic Watch Committee action?” Decker asked. “If it wasn’t us, then what could it have been? Commissioner Briggs doesn’t strike me as the sort of woman to fuck with the delicate balance of Dracone out of spite. She gets too much out of it, allowing it to operate how it does.” 
 
    “I wondered that too,” Yasine said. “I pondered on it long and hard—more so when I started finding myself at the pointy end of the raids. As you know, James, I’ve always been proactive rather than reactive, so I took the situation in hand. Why was it that suddenly men and women, not even those of any great standing in our outlaw community, were being pulled off the street and locked up? Myself, and a few of the remaining notable names in Dracone—Jester the Red, Lamark Cordova, Meta Kula, and Nelly Ries—tabled our differences and decided to find out what was going on by taking a look at the source.” 
 
    “The source?” Rosa asked. 
 
    “We broke into the GWC prison here,” Yasine said. 
 
    Decker raised his eyebrows. “Very forward of you.” 
 
    “If I have learned anything in this life, James, it is that you can build a future out of anything—a whisper, a chance, a rumor, a death, a scrap of knowledge. So long as those things help you in your desire to go forward, even if it is slowly, one foot at a time, then you can build a city out of air. You just have to keep moving forward, be proactive and aggressive, and not give a shit about what anybody else thinks. You just keep pressing on, doing what you have to do, for you.” 
 
    “And?” Decker asked. “What did you find?” 
 
    To his amazement, he saw Zizara shudder at his question before continuing. 
 
    “What we found… What they found was…” 
 
    The usually ice-cold bounty hunter contractor’s all-sable eyes went distant for a second. Then she came back to herself with an effort and said, “What we found was the criminals taken out of Draconian circulation being herded into an arena and some kind of test performed on them.” 
 
    “Test?” Hera said. “What kind of test do you speak of?” 
 
    “Ah, there you have me,” Yasine said. “I have no idea.” 
 
    “What happened?” Apricis asked, her face a stern mask as she twirled a strand of her bright red hair around one finger. 
 
    Yasine took a few more steps toward the company. Idly, she poked at a pottery jug that Decker knew was used to serve wala, the traditional victory beverage of those mysterious and skilled bounty hunters that hailed from one of the lesser known moons of the gas giant, Jarnor. The Jarnorian bounty hunters were run out of Dracone by the aforementioned Meta Kula. 
 
    The jug tilted, fell from the table, and bounced on the thick carpet without shattering. 
 
    “They writhed and shook, like they were being possessed by something, before dropping dead,” Yasine said, with as much emotion as she might have recounted the finish of a particularly dull Interstellar Grand Prix race. 
 
    No one said anything in answer to this. 
 
    “We did not stay to watch long. One man—Xex Artorius, I think it was, a bona fide murdering psychotic, even to the collective mind of the criminal underworld of this fine port of ours—looked like he handled whatever they all underwent better than others.” 
 
    “And what was happening to everyone?” Decker asked. “You’re perhaps the most switched on and intelligent person I know, Yasine. Surely you had some notion?” 
 
    “Would you believe me if I told you that, more than anything else, those sorry individuals looked to me like they were being possessed?” 
 
    “Go on,” Decker said slowly. 
 
    “There is not much else to say,” Yasine said. “With Xex it looked like the possession was successful for a few minutes. His voice and mannerisms altered and his behavior changed, until he too dropped dead, and the next hapless criminal was shuffled in.” 
 
    “We saw no GWC patrols on our way here,” Rosa said. “We saw no one.” 
 
    Yasine shook her magnificent head. “You will notice that the GWC here feels different too. More robotic, like they’re just…” She waved her hand in the air, searching for the word, “puppets.” 
 
    Decker looked at the symbiotes. He could see as clearly as if he shared their minds, which he did in a way, what they were thinking. It was the same as he was. 
 
    Egil. 
 
    “I know that look on your face, James—you know something,” Yasine said. 
 
    Decker held the gazes of the four symbiotes for a moment longer. There seemed little to gain in keeping Yasine out of the loop. He had a feeling that they were going to need every resolute hand if push came to shove, and they had to deal with the looming threat of the banished male symbiote. 
 
    In as perfunctory and fact-filled way as he could manage, and with some help from Rosa and Craglin, Decker explained what they had come to know about Egil. 
 
    After he had laid out the menace that the man, or being, presented to the universe, Zizara Yasine slipped onto a high stool at a table, placed her pulser down carefully, and steepled her fingers in thought. 
 
    After a few moments of contemplation, the slender and dangerous woman asked, “This Egil, why would be trying to possess—if that is indeed what he is doing—criminals?” 
 
    Saavi stepped forward. The symbiote cut an almost opposite figure to that of Zizara Yasine, though both were extremely beautiful in their own ways. Where Yasine’s hair was messy and bright silver, Saavi’s was long and dark as shadow. Whereas Yasine’s skin was as pale as moonlight, Saavi’s was the wonderful warm brown of burnt caramel. Both held themselves in the manner of women who knew precisely what they were capable of, who knew themselves inside and out. 
 
    “If what you say is what is happening,” Saavi said, “and Egil is behind this, then I can think of only one obvious reason behind it. He doesn’t have a vessel in the mortal realm anymore—so he’s trying to force his way into one.” 
 
    Dorian Wellington shifted nervously behind the group of symbiotes. 
 
    “If—or when—he finds the right candidate,” Saavi continued, “I think there is a strong possibility that the portal that Decker just told you about will tear open. It would seem that he needs only this one thing, a mortal body to act as a host for his power, before he can attempt to step through from the Cloud Sea.” 
 
    Zizara Yasine asked for no further clarification on what the Cloud Sea might be, even though she had received only a rudimentary explanation from Decker. 
 
    “But wouldn’t the GWC troopers that have already arrived be his vessels, since he would seem to be remotely manipulating them? From what you have said, it would not surprise me to learn that Commissioner Briggs is not even aware of the defection of these troopers of hers.” 
 
    Decker narrowed his eyes. Now there was a thought. Egil was playing every side in his attempt to get free of the Cloud Sea.  
 
    He had ambition, certainly. More than that though, he had reach. 
 
    “After all, it is unlikely that anyone from Dracone would have gone running to her to complain about their actions,” Yasine pointed out. “Thieves, people-hunters, and professional hassassins are not the kind to go begging for the law-enforcers to stop bullying them. It might be that this contingent of the Galactic Watch Committee were sent out on some other mission in this part of the quadrant and Egil has simply been having them relay bogus reports back to GWC command.” 
 
    Lux caught Decker’s eye and then looked over at Yasine, sitting at her table and staring pensively at the grubby surface. 
 
    “You are astute, human,” the symbiote of light said. “You speak much sense.” 
 
    “Yes, I know,” Yasine said without looking up. 
 
    “But in one thing I think you might be wrong,” Lux said. “I do not believe that Egil is fully inhabiting this security force that has descended on this planet; he is simply manipulating their minds, which are already susceptible to taking orders.” 
 
    Yasine opened her mouth to ask another question. Before she could though, Hera held up her hand and stepped into the space dividing the unofficial head of Dracone’s underworld and the crew of the Farrago. 
 
    “Hush,” she said, “I feel someone coming.” 
 
    A moment later, there could be no doubt. 
 
    The sound of tramping boots came to the ears of the gathered men and women. They were purposeful and coordinated, not the sound of a random patrol. 
 
    What was more, they were getting closer—and quickly.

  

 
   
    Chapter 26 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Galactic Watch Committee officers marched into the deserted Cateran Supper Club, pausing only to lay a de-atomizing hatch-charge on the busted, powerless doors. A bright green-white light flashed, and the once secure front portal of Dracone’s most infamous saloon was reduced to little more than a long, neat pile of mixed carbon and metal filings. Once the doors were down, the platoon of GWC officers filed confidently into the cavernous room. 
 
    They did not shout. They did not call out the usual warnings or entreaties that security forces did before storming a premises. They acted totally silently and autonomously. 
 
    Their eyes were as blank as stones and their actions mechanical. 
 
    “We should kill them, mate,” Craglin said at once. 
 
    “Hold on,” Decker growled out of the corner of his mouth. 
 
    Decker and Craglin were standing with forced casualness behind one of Cateran Supper Club’s bars along with Dorian Wellington. Strictly speaking, Craglin was perched on a bar stool, as he would not have been able to see over the top of the top of the counter had he been standing. Their weapons were out of sight, but within easy reach.  
 
    The other members of Decker’s team, which now included Zizara Yasine, were dotted around the club, hidden behind various covers should things turn sour. 
 
    “Things are going to get hot, mate,” Craglin said. 
 
    “I said hold on,” Decker said. 
 
    They had chosen their spot because it afforded the GWC a clear view of Decker and Craglin, so that they wouldn’t get spooked, while simultaneously affording the captain and the engineer readily available cover. Wellington was with them, because Decker had hoped his obviously Ik’at appearance might add a certain gravitas to his and Craglin’s being the spokesmen of his group. 
 
    “They ain’t here to—” Craglin began. 
 
    “If you say ‘to fuck spiders’, I’m going to shoot you myself,” Decker muttered. 
 
    “I was going to say they ain’t here to chat, mate,” Craglin said as the GWC troopers approached purposefully, fanning out as they came and kicking over tables and chairs. There must’ve been at least two dozen of them. Maybe more. “Look at ‘em. They’re not right in the head.” 
 
    “That’s a bit fucking rich coming from you, Renkiddion,” Decker said. 
 
    “I’m telling you, mate. We’re going about this all wrong.” 
 
    “We can’t just fucking shoot anyone we please before we know what we’re about.” 
 
    “You see, I just don’t know how to answer you when you say stuff like that, mate. Most of the time I just think you’re taking the piss.” 
 
    There was a scrabbling noise. Both Craglin and Decker looked around and saw Wellington legging it down the length of the bar. The orange-skinned businessman vaulted over the end of the bar and then dove with the agility of a salmon into the shadowy recesses of one of the plush booths that ranged along one wall. 
 
    “Yeah, he might have the right idea,” Craglin said. 
 
    The GWC opened fire.   
 
    Decker and Craglin threw themselves flat as the stream of bullets from the recoilless rifles tore the bar apart. Expensive liquor—some of it made from genuine, soil-grown grains—cascaded down. Fragments of polycarbonate whizzed in all directions. Beautiful faux wood was reduced to splinters. Sparks erupted as the quiet staccato chatter of the rifles, which had been designed not only to be recoilless but also not to deafen those using them in the tight confines of a spacecraft, filled the air. 
 
    “I told you we just should’ve bloody killed ‘em!” Craglin yelled. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah.” Decker flinched as a small metal barrel of booze was punctured above his head and its contents spilled down the back of his shock suit. 
 
    Chaos, like the 5.7mm spacer carbine rounds, flew in all directions. 
 
    The soft swishing hiss of a coilgun being unloaded from off to his left told Decker that Rosa joined the fight. Motioning for Craglin to cover the open end of the bar with his ludicrously powerful weapon, Decker popped up for a swift look at the land. 
 
    He found the GWC troopers scattering in all directions, but with none of the panicked haste that normal security contractors would show in the middle of a firefight. The officers acted like they didn’t care whether they took a round in the guts, whether they lived or died. 
 
    Decker took all this in in a fractured second. In the next heartbeat, he focused on the two GWC guards running purposefully toward him. Each of them ejected the spent stack magazines from the tops of their weapons at exactly the same time. 
 
    Like they’re working in synchronicity, Decker thought. 
 
    He reached out with cogency and sent the two flying, like jumpers at the end of their bungee cord. They hurtled backward through a collection of chairs and a heavy table. 
 
    Decker turned his attention to the next nearest trooper, raised his coilgun, and fired from the hip. The solid metal round took the fucker right in the throat, beheaded him in a spray of blood, and threw his twitching corpse backward with such force that he crashed through a thin partition wall that separated one booth from another. 
 
    Decker ducked back into cover as he came under fire yet again, but not before he witnessed Saavi using her mentalism powers to try and break whatever hold was turning the GWC officers into single-minded hunter-killers. 
 
    The two officers she was working on twitched to a stop. They clasped their hands to their heads and screamed, thrashing this way and that as an internal battle raged inside of them. 
 
    Then their heads burst apart in twin explosions of brain and bone. 
 
    “Curse him!” Saavi yelled. 
 
    The fusillade of bullets that had been assaulting Decker and Craglin’s position halted, but the sound of spacer carbine fire did not. 
 
    They’re targeting her. 
 
    “Cover me!” Decker yelled at the Renkiddion. 
 
    “In what?” Craglin yelled back. “Fucking honey?” 
 
    Decker vaulted over the top of the bar and dropped into a crouch on the other side. As he did, Craglin peeked out from around the far edge of the counter and fired a two-phase plasma round toward a trio of milling GWC officers.  
 
    The streak of energy lit a group of foes red as it flew through them. One woman was vaporized as the round caught her square in the chest. The two other officers to either side of her were turned—mostly—to mincemeat. Viscera was flung in slimy purple ropes across the floor. 
 
    Decker pelted across the wide open space. Around him furniture, light fixtures, and forgotten plastic bottles and beakers exploded as he drew some of the fire that had been focused on the symbiotes. He slid under a table on his knees, a move which might have looked a lot slicker had he not smacked his head on the edge of it as he did so. 
 
    He let off another few shots from his coilgun as he went, blowing solid chunks of insulated stone out of the far walls and caving in the ribcage of one of his foes.  
 
    He fetched up next to one of the long ornate stone troughs that ran through the center of the club’s main dance floor. It was filled with water, and there were little submersed holographic projectors that displayed fish under the water. Decker pressed himself into the meager cover it provided. 
 
    Bullets flew over and around him in a sideways hail of death. Almost every possessed GWC agent was unloading clips upon clips on him, so intent in their desire to turn him into a human colander that Decker couldn’t risk moving from his hiding place without ending up terminally perforated. 
 
    “Decker, move!” Saavi called. “We need to draw the foe out of their cover.” 
 
    “I would if I could!” Decker shouted back as stone chips cascaded around him like confetti. 
 
    From his pinned down position, Decker watched as Hera engaged with a GWC trooper near the rear wall. Fortunately for Hera, the officer’s spacer carbine had just run dry a second before he sighted her. He laid one hand on the spare magazine, but then Hera used a burst of genesense to project a sharp crag from the bare wall of the massive cavern the club inhabited. This caught the GWC officer right in the temple, and he dropped dead to the ground. 
 
    As Hera ran off to engage with another trooper, Decker turned his attention to Apricis. 
 
    “Wow,” he breathed as he watched the woman work. 
 
    Apricis’ cloak swirled around her as she ran up a stone column to avoid a spray of spacer carbine fire. When she had reached a point where Decker thought she should surely fall, the red-haired beauty flipped backward. She landed like a panther, used her cogency to pull out the lethally sharp hair pins from the back of her hair, and fired them straight through the eyes of the woman aiming at her. 
 
    Decker winced, but couldn’t suppress an urge of delight at the same time. 
 
    Rosa appeared on the scene with a cryopistol in her hands. She squeezed the trigger twice, her two shots finding their marks. 
 
    The first shot plucked a trooper from midair as he leapt over a table, making a beeline for Apricis’ turned back, and flung him unceremoniously through the table next to her. The second elemental round sent a female enemy spinning into the back of one of her colleagues, blood fountaining in a neat arcing spray from a shoulder wound and into the other trooper’s eyes. 
 
    Blinded by crimson, the officer was dispatched by a chair that was propelled at him so hard by Apricis’ cogency that it broke his spine with an audible crack.  
 
    Another spray of carbine fire forced Decker flat on the ground. Decker was running out of options. If the men closing in on his position got any closer, they’d be getting free pot shots.  
 
    Then, on his back and staring up at the ceiling, he was visited by a wonderful and terrible idea. 
 
    “Nuts to it,” he said. 
 
    Using metallurgency, Decker unscrewed the massive bolts anchoring one of the four monstrous ornate bronze chandeliers into the bedrock ceiling of Cateran Supper Club. 
 
    When, with a disapproving groaning shriek, the huge hanging light fixture fell, Decker bolted. 
 
    Bullets zipped and pinged around him. One round grazed his hip. Another flattened itself against his shock suit and sent him tumbling forward. Decker didn’t give a shit. Being shot was a better way to go than— 
 
    The chandelier hitting the ground turned the whole of the Cateran Supper Club into a gong. The din was incredible. It was one hell of a distraction, yes, but it also crushed four GWC fighters under its heavy bronze limbs. 
 
    Decker covered his ears and hunkered down as a piece of bronze the size of his forearm bounded across his vision and impaled a plush armchair. 
 
    Then, like a scintillating gray streak or a falling star, Lux burst out from her hiding spot. She flowed like mercury, like lightning made liquid. She wielded twin blades of dull gray metal, though where the knives had come from Decker had no idea. 
 
    The symbiote flashed from one remaining GWC guard to another, slicing arteries, stabbing organs, severing spinal cords, and blinding eyes with surgical precision and dispassion. 
 
    From the floor, Decker helped as he could by firing off the last round in his coilgun’s current magazine and disintegrating the leg of a GWC officer from the knee down. 
 
    Rosa kicked over a heavy table and strafed two distracted officers with carefully aimed cryopistol fire. The elemental bullets blew bloody holes out the backs of their uniforms. 
 
    And then, miraculously, all was still. 
 
    Decker gawked at Lux, his mouth agape. The blue-haired, pixie of a symbiote was spattered and smeared with gore. Her knives, whatever they had been made of, had already vanished. Around her, the bodies of at least seven Galactic Watch Committee officers expanded the pool of blood under her feet. 
 
    “Thanks for doing your part,” Decker said breathlessly. 
 
    Lux looked around at the carnage she had caused. 
 
    “It seemed like an appropriate time to act,” she said casually. She nudged one of the bodies at her feet. It elicited a groan. “This one yet lives.” 
 
    Apricis stepped forward, picked up a dropped spacer carbine, and put two bullets into the back of the man’s head. 
 
    “That’s better,” she said.  
 
    Once the smoke had cleared and the dust had settled, Decker made his way over to the booth that Dorian Wellington had thrown himself behind with such impressive athleticism shortly before the battle had kicked off. 
 
    Of all Decker’s companions, only Zizara Yasine had sustained any noteworthy injuries. She had taken a spacer carbine round through her calf. Rosa and Hera were already busy tending to her with Hera’s genesense helping to knit the wound after Rosa had administered painkillers via a disposable trauma pen and cleaned it. 
 
    “In and out,” Rosa called in answer to Decker’s questioning look. “She’ll be all right, so long as we’re given more than ten minutes to catch our damn breath.”   
 
    As he drew nearer to the bullet-pocked table under which the Ik’at was hiding, Decker became aware of a sound.  
 
    A most unexpected sound. A sound that froze the blood in his veins as if it had been passed through a cryogenic chiller. 
 
    Laughter. 
 
    Decker had heard men and women laugh in the aftermath of a whole host of unlikely events. He had seen a former crew member, back when Decker himself had only been a lowly grunt under Tyk Allbeard on the Fortune, in hysterics as he tried to shove his own small intestine back into the gaping wound that a horned ghol had gored in his stomach. 
 
    But, he would never have expected to hear the likes of the kind of laughter coming out of Dorian Wellington’s mouth as Decker walked carefully toward him. Not there. Not then. Not ever. 
 
    Decker’s finger lay comfortably on the trigger of his still-hot coilgun. 
 
    He had heard that laughter before, was the thing. He doubted very much that he would ever forget it, if he was honest with himself. But he had heard it in a different place than this. Hearing it here, in the Cateran Supper Club was one of the worst things he had ever heard, in a way. 
 
    It was the maniacal laughter, the high-pitched, unfettered laughter of their faceless enemy, Egil. 
 
    When Decker was only a few paces away, Dorian Wellington unfolded his lanky frame from under the table and stood. 
 
    Decker saw at once that the person standing before him wasn’t Wellington. Would have known it by the powerful, inhuman grace with which he had risen like some vengeful god from the carpeted floor.  
 
    Wellington, possessed by Egil, smiled at Decker. It was an awful, stretching smile that threatened to split the corners of Wellington’s mouth and tear the businessman’s face in half. Although Wellington’s teeth were the same perfect example of Ik’at dentition as before, Decker got the sense that they would have looked a lot more fitting had they been bright white and pointed like daggers.  
 
    “Hey, Egil,” Decker said, his voice amazingly calm in his own ears. “I was wondering when I might see you again, you loony fuck.” 
 
    Egil laughed again using Wellington’s throat. He stretched out a hand and gave Decker an incongruously friendly wave, then flexed the long orange fingers of his host, as if getting a feel for them. 
 
    Even the way that he carried Wellington’s body reminded Decker of the way a practiced warrior might hold a knife compared to a civilian. Wellington had been a gangly sap, but now that Egil lived within him, he no longer looked half so pathetic. He had all the wound up potential lethality and misery as a coiled bullwhip.  
 
    “Goodness, but it has been a while since last I had some flesh to play with,” Egil said. Wellington’s weedy, vainglorious voice had been completely replaced by one as sure and cruel as a  winter storm. “It feels… marvelous.” 
 
    Egil’s face snapped to Decker. 
 
    “James Decker. I know you. We have talked before. Almost I claimed your flesh as my own. If it had not been for the interference of those traitors over there,” and he pointed an accusing finger at Hera, Saavi, Apricis, and Lux, who were edging slowly toward Decker, “I would be riding your impressive vessel.” 
 
    Decker’s finger tightened on the trigger of his coilgun just a fraction. He wondered whether the prudent move here would be to put a solid steel slug through Wellington’s head. It wouldn’t kill Egil, but it might slow him. 
 
    “Are you going to kill me, James Decker?” Egil asked. 
 
    “Just Decker will do. And I’m thinking about it, yeah.” 
 
    “Don’t you want to hear my side of the story?” Egil asked, contorting Wellington’s face into a mockery of a sad face. “Do you not want to—?” 
 
    “Nope,” Decker said. “I don’t give a shit. I don’t care how you think you’ve been wronged or how you might improve the world. The fact is, I’ve met plenty of people like you in my time. People who only cared about two things: themselves, and about why they shouldn’t care about anyone or anything else.” 
 
    Egil cocked Wellington’s head to the side, so far that Decker heard the Ik’at’s neck muscles creaking and his vertebrae cracking.  
 
    Behind Decker, the rest of the crew of the Farrago gathered. Rosa and Craglin guarded the doors to the Cateran Supper Club, just in case another contingent of GWC drones should come calling. 
 
    “Then, what shall we talk about?” Egil asked. 
 
    “Goddamn it, why do we have to talk about anything?” Decker snapped. “Can’t you just try and do whatever the fuck it is you’re going to try and do? Then we can try and stop you doing it, kill you—or die trying—and then take a fucking vacation. I hear Yivis is nice this time of cycle.” 
 
    Egil tittered to himself and regarded the four symbiotes. He crooked a finger in Decker’s direction. 
 
    “Where did you find this one, my back-stabbing sisters?” he asked. “I have to confess to being surprised. I did not think a human would pass up the opportunity to know how he was going to die!”  
 
    As one, the symbiotes began to chime in and voice what they thought of both Decker and Egil. 
 
    Decker, who had not been feigning his impatience with the dramatics, held up a hand and said, “Look, Egil, if you want to talk about anything, why don’t we talk about you retreating out of that body you’re occupying?” 
 
    “Yeah, I don’t really think it’s your style, mate,” Craglin said. 
 
    The Renkiddion was at the bar, trying to salvage some vessel of alcohol that had not been destroyed by the GWC’s withering opening hail of gunfire. 
 
    “Not only do you look like a tit, Egil, but you’re sending some very mixed messages,” Decker said. 
 
    Wellington’s head tilted so far to the other side, and with such violence, that Decker almost winced. 
 
    “Well, you’ve kind of made a name for yourself, what with your public despising of the mortal-symbiote bond and yet here you are using a mortal as a vessel,” Decker said. “That’s a little contrary, isn’t it?” 
 
    A spasm of annoyance contorted Wellington’s face. 
 
    Oooh, he felt that one. 
 
    Egil quickly recovered his poise and morphed Wellington’s face into something resembling indifference. “But, don’t you see?” he said, giggling in that horrible way of his, as if Decker was a moron for not understanding his schemes. “Don’t you see that in using mortals for my own ends, I am showing them the ultimate disregard. They are nothing. They are less than cattle. They are chattel. They are pathetic throwaway things. Clothes to be worn. There is no alliance here.” 
 
    Egil slapped himself hard in the face, reached up, and ripped out a hank of Wellington’s silver hair without so much as flinching. 
 
    “The pitiful ‘alliance’ that the other symbiotes forged with these feeble bags of meat and water was a mistake. Surely even you, with your limited intellect, comprehend that?” 
 
    Egil glared at Decker through his glass-colored eyes, stepping toward him. Decker did not backpedal, but his trigger finger tightened just a fraction. 
 
    Egil drew a deep, long breath in through his nose and smiled another one of those disquieting, face-splitting grins. 
 
    “Yes, as far as I am able to, I must say that I admire your potential as a vessel, James Decker,” he said. “I can see and I can sense why it is that my viperous turncoat sisters put so much effort into seeking you out.” 
 
    Decker blinked. “I wasn’t sought for. It was a chance—a chance at making a shitload of money—that threw us together.” 
 
    Egil looked from Decker’s stern face to those of his fellow symbiotes over his shoulder. Then he started to laugh once more—high-pitched, shrill, grating on every one of Decker’s stretched nerves. 
 
    Is he hinting that there’s something unique about you? Decker’s brain postulated. Something that others don’t have? 
 
    “It’s an interesting thought, isn’t it?” Egil said suddenly. 
 
    Decker’s mouth opened in surprise. The bastard had just read his— 
 
    Suddenly, with an unheralded violence that sent Decker to his knees, Egil’s consciousness leapt like a flea from Dorian’s mind into Decker’s. 
 
    Decker collapsed, instantly blind to his physical surroundings as he struggled against Egil’s influence. It was like having hot pins driven into his mind, like a thousand acidic maggots burrowing through his thoughts, emotions, identity, and feelings. 
 
    “Fuck… off!” Decker bellowed, repelling with every ounce of mentalism he possessed. 
 
    He had no idea how long the battle of minds lasted. When he came out of it though, he found his body drenched in cold sweat under his bio-suit. 
 
    The spirit of Egil had returned to Dorian Wellington’s body. Decker could tell that because the bastard was laughing and cackling, his eyes wide, drool hanging from his lips. 
 
    “Ah, yes! Yes, yes!” Egil laughed. There were tears standing in the glass-clear eyes. “Yes, I see why my sisters are so enamored with you. What a complex creature you are, James Decker! What a worthy adversary. Yes, indeed. I will enjoy very much, I think, in carving your name into the ruin of your world. I will enjoy painting your image across the stars in the color of my traitorous sisters’ blood.” 
 
    “Blah, blah, blah,” Decker said, using his coilgun as a crutch to get to his feet. 
 
    Egil wagged his finger at him. “I like you, James Decker. But now I must begin my task. And so, I fear, this vessel will have to do.” 
 
    With a demonic agility that did not account for the lack of muscle on Wellington’s frame, Egil sprang over Decker. He hit the stone ceiling, stuck there like a spider, and then scuttled toward the door at a disturbing insectile speed. 
 
    “Can we shoot him?” Craglin asked, raising the Troublemaker and sighting down the long barrel. 
 
    Decker hesitated. He had given his word to Dorian Wellington that, if the Ik’at helped them, he would let him free. Decker was not a man who enjoyed breaking his word, or made a habit of it at all.  
 
    Even as he paused, weighing up what to do, he saw the fleeing Dorian’s body starting to morph. It took on the characteristics that Decker had only seen the blurred outlines of when he had met Egil before in his vision. The orange skin leached of color into a milk-white. The Farrago flight suit that the Ik’at had been attired in flaked away like ash and was replaced by the weird flickering black robes. 
 
    “Yeah, fuck it, shoot the bastard, Craglin!” he blurted. 
 
    Craglin pulled the trigger of his phase sniper and was immediately blown backward into the mess of shattered shelving behind the bar. 
 
    The two-phase plasma round shot straight toward the shoulder blades of the fleeing figure. Before it could puree him in a thoroughly satisfying fashion, Egil whipped around and held up a lazy arm. 
 
    To turn in time to face a projectile traveling at six thousand or so feet per second would have been impressive enough, but to stop the glowing red plasma round in its tracks and pluck it out of the air was something that deeply disturbed Decker. 
 
    Egil smiled once more, as the last vestiges of Dorian Wellington’s face blurred and melted. In the red light of the plasma round, he looked like some devil that’d clawed its way out of its volcanic pit of a home. 
 
    He winked at Decker, then smashed the spitting plasma round into the ground. 
 
    There was a thunderous detonation and, when the stone dust had finished falling from the ceiling, Egil had vanished. 
 
    “Shit,” Decker said. 
 
    And then, to top things off, the stunned company heard an ear-rending, soul-shaking boom. 
 
    “That sounds promising,” Rosa said. 
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    Stepping out of the airlock, they were welcomed to the deserted planet by howling winds. Sprays of ice crystals pattered against Decker’s beat-up aviator’s jacket as he led the way through an open sided half tunnel that ran around the edge of the Western Burg.  
 
    This was an out-thrust arm of rock in which was embedded much of the spaceport of Dracone’s telemetry and defense arrays. It was one of the highest points in the central spaceport. 
 
    At the top of the small peak, which gave the Western Burg its unofficial name, jutted an observation lookout that commanded a two hundred and seventy degree view of the surrounding area. There, a lookout armed with an optical scope could observe almost everything going on in the main port from their perch. 
 
    They hoped it’d be a good place to investigate what that world-ending noise had been about. 
 
    The team hurried along in a crabbed crouch—not out of any attempt at stealth, but because standing upright posed a good chance of the sleet-driving wind knocking them on their asses. 
 
    At the end of the tunnel they stopped. 
 
    “I told you all that noise sounded promising,” Rosa said, her face bathed in violet light. 
 
    Agali, the distant star that acted as a weak sun to the planet of Dracone, had turned a sickly purple, and looked to be folding in on itself. 
 
    “He’s done it,” Hera said. “He’s punctured the boundary.” 
 
    They stood and stared for a long while. Their weapons hung momentarily forgotten in their slack hands. 
 
    “James, I can’t decide whether I’m relieved that you all turned out not to have gone round the twist, as I half suspected, or annoyed that it appears our planet is on the cusp of being destroyed,” Yasine said. 
 
    Decker managed to drag his eyes from the horrifying scene unfolding in the sky above to Yasine. Rosa and Hera had patched up her leg wound, but she was still stepping just a touch more gingerly than usually. 
 
    “Honestly, you’ll get used to that feeling if you hang about with us long enough,” he said. 
 
    The corners of Yasine’s mouth turned up in a small smile. 
 
    “How comforting,” she said. 
 
    “And optimistic, to think that we have ‘a while’ left to us,” Rosa added. 
 
    “I mean, in some ways, I’m excited,” Craglin said. 
 
    “What?” Apricis and Saavi said together. 
 
    “Yeah, ‘cause, when you think about it, so far journeying with you guys I’ve had the kind of crumby luck that, if it was raining fannies, would see the one that landed on my head belonging to my mother-in-law,” Craglin philosophized. “Logic dictates that we must be due a bit of good luck soon.”  
 
    “The sun has turned purple and appears to be collapsing in on itself,” Decker said. “I’d say that logic is taking the day off.” 
 
    “What was your next plan, James?” Yasine asked. 
 
    Decker faced the four symbiotes. 
 
    “Ladies?” he asked. “I was thinking that killing the asshole responsible for all this shit might be a nice use of time, but if you have any better ideas…?” 
 
    “Killing Egil won’t solve the plight we find ourselves in permanently,” Saavi said, “but destroying his vessel, destroying Dorian Wellington, will force him back into the Cloud Sea. “ 
 
    “And buy us some more time?” Decker asked. 
 
    “Yes,” this came from Lorelei over the shared comms channel. “Yes, collapsing a star is no easy feat. He must be using a considerable amount of power harnessed from the Cloud Sea to pull it off.” 
 
    “He always was too eager for that which was ostentatious and elaborate,” Hera muttered.  
 
    Despite it not being their preferred method of communications, Decker had insisted on all the symbiotes donning a tooth mic setup before they left the Farrago. He had been adamant on it, not knowing what they would be facing or whether they might be split up. 
 
    “If he focused that energy into expanding the rift, then he might already be through,” Lorelei said. 
 
    “But he’s a cat that wants to toy with its mouse before he kills it,” Decker growled. 
 
    “Quite so,” Lorelei said. “Destroying Dorian Wellington’s body won’t seal the portal back up, not completely, but it will stop it from growing.” 
 
    “And that will set Egil back?” Decker asked. 
 
    “Yes, it should set him back and buy us some more time to figure out how we might keep Egil at bay,” Lorelei said. 
 
    “To find the two remaining members of your race and get to the vault on Milenides, you mean?” Decker asked. 
 
    “That’s right,” Lorelei said. 
 
    Decker checked the box magazine on his coilgun. Satisfied that he had enough rounds for the time being, he slapped it back into the mag well. 
 
    “That’s what we’ll do then,” he said grimly. “We kill Egil—kill Dorian—and buy us time to crack open the symbiote vault.” 
 
    Zizara Yasine shot Decker an enquiring look, but he gave his head a brief shake. 
 
    “No time to explain now,” he said. “If we manage to get off this lump of ice, I’ll tell you on the ship.” 
 
    “Deal,” Yasine said. 
 
    “Uh, there’s just one snag that I can see in that simple scheme, cap,” Rosa said. 
 
    “Where would Egil go now?” Lux asked. 
 
    “Bingo,” Rosa said. 
 
    “I think I know,” Hera said. 
 
    So did Decker. 
 
    “I’m guessing he’s going to be looking for a way off this planet,” he said. 
 
    Hera nodded in agreement. “He needs to remain in this world, preferably in this system.” 
 
    “But he doesn’t need to be on this planet,” Lux finished. 
 
    “The landing bays, then,” Decker said. “That’s where he’ll be off to.” 
 
    Saavi and Apricis nodded. 
 
    “But which ones?” Rosa asked. 
 
    Decker cursed softly. That was the fucking question right enough. 
 
    “There are only two places he could realistically exit from,” Yasine said, drawing everyone else’s attention to her. “The small berths where you landed—although you are the only ship there, is that right?” 
 
    Apricis nodded. 
 
    “Then the only other place in which he might find a ship still space worthy is the sub-terrestrial dock,” Yasine said. “That’s the only place where there are still any craft that were untouched by the GWC. Every other ship was either destroyed or got off-planet in time.” 
 
    “Sub-terrestrial docks?” Rosa asked. “What the hell is that? I’ve never even heard of Dracone having underground docking facilities.” 
 
    Yasine looked over at Decker. She looked surprised. 
 
    “You never even told your crew?” she asked, raising her pale eyebrows. 
 
    “You told me that you trusted me not to,” Decker said. “I know how to keep a secret.” 
 
    Yasine looked impressed. 
 
    “You really are like no other bounty hunter I ever came across, James,” she said. 
 
    “One of a kind, that’s me,” Decker replied dryly. 
 
    “I hope so.” 
 
    “Why?”  
 
    “Because being a one of a kind means that you are, by pure lack of competition, automatically the best in the world at whatever the hell it is you do.” 
 
    “And what is it I do?” Decker said. 
 
    “I imagine, James,” Yasine said, with a cold smile, “that we shall see that in good time.” 
 
    Quickly but carefully, the band navigated the ruins of the once bustling spaceport of Dracone. The planet was completely different shorn of the bustling humanity that had given it life. 
 
    The exterior was as frigid and inhospitable as ever, but there had always been people working—a spaceport never slept. Now, augs were parked in their charging berths, or else had been abandoned with their canopies left wide open to the elements. The spotlit derricks on their gyroscopic bases were still and dead, lost in the sleety mist. The occasional helmet-piercing klaxons, which marked the passage of the half submerged unmanned freight-switchers, which moved cargo and gear around the port on their vacuum-sealed electromagnetic tracks, were silent. 
 
    Inside the maze of twisting, rough-hewn passages, with their glossy layer of insulation that kept the chill of the freezing surrounding rock at bay, things were just as eerie.   
 
    The place felt alien and odd without the color and noise that Decker had grown accustomed to. It was like the inside of the Cateran Supper Club, only on a far grander scale. Without the stinking, shouting mass of humanity, Dracone looked almost unrecognizable. 
 
    As Decker followed Yasine, who led the way into the dark heart of Dracone, Lux stepped up beside him. 
 
    “What is so special about this place to you, Decker?” she asked in a low voice. 
 
    “Special? About Dracone?” he asked. 
 
    “I saw your face when you saw the dying purple sun,” Lux said in her habitual breathless babble. “I saw the way that it struck fear into you, only it was not the kind of fear I might have expected to see in a human’s face when they observed such a thing. Not fear for yourself, for your own life, but fear for what might be lost.”  
 
    Decker took a moment to ponder these words as they rounded a corner and started down a wide set of emergency stairs. Yasine was making the strategic decision to bypass the elevators so as not to draw more attention than necessary. 
 
    “I suppose,” he said in a quiet voice, “that you can become fond of anything if you’re around it long enough.” 
 
    “It was once great, this place?” Lux asked. 
 
    Decker gave her one of his half smiles. “I don’t know if I would say great. But, it was… its own.” 
 
    “How do you mean?” Lux asked. 
 
    “Well, it was a dirty, violent, corrupt shithole, filled with the opportunistic, ruthless, cold-blooded scum that would have probably made incredible politicians had they been born in the right quadrant and on the right side of the sheets.” 
 
    “That does not sound appealing. It sounds lawless. Dangerous.” 
 
    “Yeah, it was lawless and dangerous and a lot more besides,” Decker said. “But the thing I realize now, as I reminisce about it, is that it was unapologetically what it was. Dracone, as a community, as a hive, was a place where you could stick to the values you had—no matter what those values were, or how fucked up they might be.” 
 
    Lux looked confused. “Once more, I do not think I understand the appeal.” 
 
    Decker shrugged, his eyes roving ceaseless from shadowy corner to shadowy corner. 
 
    “If you’re honest, and if you really want to know yourself, you sooner or later have to face your values,” he said. “When you do that, you’re forced to separate what is right from what is merely considered legal within the Myrmidon System. This, for most people, puts them, conceptually speaking, on the run. Dracone is full of conceptual outlaws, as well as outlaws hiding out from the law.” 
 
    Lux looked openly at Decker with her bright sapphire eyes, which seemed to cut through to his thoughts with the ease of a plasma cutter. 
 
    “You enjoyed the lawlessness?” she asked. 
 
    “I think I enjoyed the way that a man or woman could not hide from their fate here,” Decker said. “I don’t really have the words, but on Dracone everyone was responsible for what happened to them. There were no laws to hide behind. You could live outside the galactic rule of law that Briggs and her people tried to impose, but that didn’t mean you were necessarily against it, you know?” 
 
    Decker glanced around at the depressing glow of the LED lights set into the rock ceiling. Listened to the steady trickle of water deep within the rock, a sound he had never before caught underneath the constant swirl and din of the tribes of bounty hunters, hassassins, and other nefarious types that had called Dracone home. 
 
    “It was a place where you could be properly free,” Decker said. The words were pulled from him without ever passing by his brain. “Even if that freedom was the kind that allowed you to talk shit to the wrong person in the wrong bar and get a knife in your eye as a reward. Freedom, real freedom is a society that never stops moving and changing. The people in it rub up against one another. They make sparks. Things and people get burned. But that’s the price you pay for being able to do anything you like. Even if it’s the thing that gets you killed.”  
 
    Lux digested his words for a moment. “I still don’t know if what you say is a good thing or a bad thing, but it is colorfully put, and I find myself wanting to visit Dracone again if it’s restored one day.” 
 
    Decker surprised himself by smiling at that. He’d never really thought he’d give a shit sailing away from Dracone never to return. Turned out he might’ve been wrong. 
 
    “Just don’t forget to pack a clean pair of underwear and a gun,” he said. 
 
    After a few hours of slinking through the deserted, haunting tunnels and interior streets of the spaceport, Craglin’s incessant complaints about all the walking finally resulted in a halt being called. 
 
    “It amazes me,” Yasine said, eyeing the Renkiddion with interest, “that James hasn’t thought to shoot you before now.” 
 
    “Ah, he’s a bloody soft touch, that one,” Craglin said, waving a pudgy hand and plopping himself down on a bench. “He’s oddly averse to just killing people without a lot of chit-chat.” 
 
    They’d stopped in the middle of what had used to be one of the interior markets. It was a long, high-ceilinged section of Dracone where merchants, gun-runners, and black marketeers had plied their trades. It was where men and women came to find work or to get lost, to have tattoos inked or augmentations made to their flesh.  
 
    “We’re not far from the sub-terrestrial hangar anyway,” Yasine said, sitting down to inspect her calf wound. “Perhaps it is not so foolish a plan to rest and eat a little while we can.” 
 
    “Better to be a little rested and have a reserve of energy when it comes to facing whatever Egil might have waiting for us,” Apricis agreed. 
 
    The group sat down and took a load off. Rosa and Hera went off together to scout a little way ahead. 
 
    “Bit of grub would go down a treat,” Craglin said. 
 
    “You mean you didn’t bring your picnic basket?” Decker said. 
 
    “I will go and see if I can find some food in the ruins,” Lux said. “I can move quickly and silently.” 
 
    Decker got to his feet. “I’ll come with you. I know this area. There were stalls around a corner we passed not too far back.” 
 
    “If you wish to rest just give me the directions and I will find them,” Lux said. 
 
    “Nah, none of us should wander alone,” Decker said. 
 
    “We will stay here,” Yasine said, indicating Apricis, Craglin, Saavi, and herself. “Hurry back. The image of that collapsing star is sitting in my head like a tumor.” 
 
    Decker nodded. Coilgun in hand, he and Lux departed. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 28 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They found the food markets exactly where Decker had figured they would be. Here, more than anywhere else that they had so far seen, were signs of hasty and hurried departures. There wasn’t the mess that a full-blown riot would have created, but a lot of people had grabbed as much food as they could carry and had probably not stuck around to pay. 
 
    Decker picked up some packets of dehydrated food. It was the kind of military-grade rations that mining exploration crews brought when they flew off to search for new ice or mineral deposits on uncharted meteors or moons. The prospective diner pulled a tab, and a complex chemical reaction rehydrated the foodstuffs and heated them, turning them from something as appetizing as dried impact foam into something that tasted like wet impact foam warmed up. 
 
    “This’ll have to do,” Decker said, without much enthusiasm. “It’ll keep us on our feet, but it’s not going to set your tastebuds to singing.” He looked the packets over. “As far as things that you can put in your mouth and eat go, there are worse things. But, there a shitload of better things—” 
 
    Lux’s kiss hit him like a bolt from the blue.  
 
    If it had been an attack, Decker would have been caught totally unprepared and would have been dead. In the time it took him to realize what was going on, Lux was already tugging with fumbling hands at the front of his combat fatigues. She was being hindered by his thigh holster, as well as the restraints of his shock suit that were clipped to his belt. 
 
    “What—?” Decker attempted to say, but Lux shushed him. 
 
    “There’s no time for words. There’s no time to try many of the intriguing supplementary activities that my symbiote sisters have told me usually precede the act.” 
 
    “Act?” Decker managed to say, past Lux’s slightly manic kisses.  
 
    “Bonding?” Lux said. “The sex, yes?” 
 
    The sex. Right, Decker’s brain supplied. Snap to it, man. 
 
    “What?” Decker said. “But… what about the whole imploding sun situation.” 
 
    Lux pulled away so abruptly from him that he was sure he heard the crackle of static electricity. 
 
    “That is why we must hurry,” she said, in the tone of one explaining something painfully obvious. 
 
    Decker thought about pointing out that they had no idea how long it was going to take Egil to finish doing whatever the fuck heinous thing it was he was doing to the sun. By the time his mind had formulated the words though, the clips that connected his shock suit to his belt had been released, his pants were open, and Lux’s hand had found the convenient opening in the front of his bio suit that allowed him to take a piss without getting completely undressed. 
 
    Decker’s mind went blissfully blank as Lux’s hand found his surprised, but pleased, dick.  
 
    He waved his hand vaguely in the air, as Lux eased his coilgun from his lax grip and laid it on top of one of the stalls beside them.  
 
    “How are you going to… I mean, how do we get into… that?” Decker asked, motioning at her one-piece symbiote’s attire.   
 
    In answer, and using her free hand, Lux stuck her thumb into a previously quite invisible seam and peeled what turned out to be a pair of pants down to mid-thigh. 
 
    “Oh,” Decker said. “Well, that answers that question.” 
 
    There was an inquisitive craving on the symbiote’s face. She was biting her lip. Her chest rose and fell. Decker could practically see her heart beating through the skin-tight gray fabric of her top; that tireless muscle humming like a caged bird only a few centimeters under her breastbone. 
 
    Decker’s hands roved tentatively over the symbiote’s torso. It was all he could do to resist trying to get his weathered fingers under the bottom seam of the upper half of her attire and tearing it clean off her, so that she was revealed in all her glory. 
 
    However, Lux had a timeline for this and currently Decker was not sticking to it. 
 
    “Come… here,” Lux urged, drinking him in from under her heavy lids, as she squeezed inexpertly at his cock and balls. “Make use of me. We must bond, and bond fast, if you are to become an even more daunting and redoubtable prospect than you already are.” 
 
    Decker gave up worrying. Chances were they were about to die anyway. He surrendered himself, as he had done so often of late, to the swirling and unpredictable river that his life had become and let it swallow him up and take him where it would. 
 
    The tunnel market faded to little more than the backdrop on a stage as they kissed, the harsh LED lighting dimming. Lux bit Decker’s bottom lip and tugged on it, and he reached down and peeled her tight pants as far down her legs as he could. 
 
    He paused only momentarily, unable to curb his interest, and stared between the symbiote’s legs. 
 
    “What?” Lux asked him sharply. 
 
    A little strip of pubic hair ran from the top of Lux’s vagina up her pubic region. 
 
    “Nothing,” he said, lifting his eyes back to hers, then flicking his gaze up to her messy, short, blue hair. “Nothing. I just wanted to see whether the carpet matched the curtains, that’s all.” 
 
    Lux frowned. “I am unsure what bearing interior ornamentation has on—oh!”   
 
    Decker picked the symbiote up, growling low in his throat, relishing the intoxicating cocktail that the worry of their futures, the physical wanting of the woman in front of him, and the knowledge that they better hurry the hell up had mixed in his blood.  
 
    Lux grunted as Decker sat her on the counter of one of the stalls and continued to paw enthusiastically at his package. 
 
    Decker grabbed a handful of Lux’s blue hair, and her small hand came up to mirror his move and gripped the back of his thick neck. Their lips united once more, tongues probing and squelching as they investigated each other with passion. 
 
    Decker’s hands caressed up the outside of the symbiote’s thighs, seemingly of their own accord, causing goosebumps to erupt on her flesh in their wake. He paused his hands on top of her thighs and then pried them apart so that her womanhood gaped in a vaguely obscene, and highly arousing, manner. His forefinger slipped inside, and he discovered that Lux was fabulously wet and horny for him. 
 
    “I have been thinking how it would be,” she panted into his ear. “I have been thinking about it, ever since the others told me what they had shared with you.” 
 
    She moaned, as Decker inserted his middle finger into her pussy to join the other one. He circled his thumb around her clit, and Lux started grinding her mound hard into his hand. 
 
    “I wish to see you. I wish to feel you in me.” She smiled up at him, panting as she continued to jack him off in the tight confines of his bio-suit. 
 
    Decker wholeheartedly agreed with this idea, though he did not bother wasting words about it. He let out a little groan again, stuck his hand into the frustratingly fiddly gap in his bio-suit, and fished around in an attempt to free Decker junior from his prison. With much undignified twisting and toing and froing, Decker’s member sprang free of the confines of his pants. 
 
    Lux’s electric blue eyes lit up even further when she caught sight of the impressive erection standing ready to fuck her. 
 
    “My, they said it was large,” she said, “but I did not think it would be so… It seems almost… And will it really fit in me?” 
 
    “Let’s see,” Decker said. 
 
    They didn’t get to it all at once, despite the tight timeframe they were apparently working to. They messed about with one another for a few minutes. Trading kisses more slowly, tongues tripping and twirling across lips and teeth, while Decker gently finger fucked the symbiote, loosening her fantastically snug pussy and relaxing her. 
 
    Lux ran her fingernails up and down his shaft, sending shivers through his lower body, while Decker continued to slowly knead and stroke her clit and vulva. The sound of her soft grunts paralleled the soft sucking squelch of her sex as her arousal intensified. 
 
    Lux slipped her hand down further, back into the perfectly regulated depths of Decker’s adaptive bio-suit, cupping his balls. Decker’s blood surged as she squeezed them gently. Releasing them just at the point where pleasure threatened to become pain. 
 
    “Are you ready?” Decker growled. 
 
    “Yes,” Lux said. 
 
    “Good. First though, I want a little extra lubrication.” 
 
    “Whatever you think is bett—” Lux tried to say. 
 
    But Decker had grabbed her by the hair, guided her head downward, and forced the woman’s lip to slip over the tip of his cock. Lux demonstrated the agility of a contortionist, as she moved downward slowly, swallowing him, inch by inch until, with a soft choking sound, the head of Decker’s dick found the back of the symbiote’s throat. 
 
    His head lolled back in his rapture—and smacked into a metal support girder. Disregarding the minor bruise, he gently thrust his penis back and forth, mirroring the blue-haired symbiote’s instinctively bobbing head. 
 
    After a minute or so of this pleasant diversion, Lux sat back up, wiping saliva off her chin. She licked her lips. Her chest heaved rapidly, but Decker did not think it due to her being out of breath.  
 
    Indeed, she looked like she would have liked to fuck for days had the circumstances allowed it. She grinned wickedly at Decker. He grinned back, leaned forward, and kissed her hard on the lips. 
 
    “Now, I am ready,” Lux said. “I want you in me now, Decker. I want that,” and she gave his rock-hard prick a soft slap so that it wagged from side to side, “inside of me. Now. Right now. Come.” 
 
    Decker pushed Lux gently but irresistibly back against the heaped ready meals on the stall and tilted her legs straight up at the ceiling. 
 
    Then, spreading her thighs with his strong hands, as far apart as the half-stripped pants allowed, Decker brought her gleaming pink sex with its little strip of blue pubic hair on full display. 
 
    He would have loved to get her tits out. To play with them while he fucked her. It did not look like there was going to be an opportunity for that, though. However, he supposed that exposing what he imagined would be a gorgeous pair of nipples, would just have to wait. It was a shame, but Tyk Allbeard had always told him that it was important for a man to have something to look forward to. 
 
    Lux gasped with unbridled pleasure, her cobalt eyes going round and wide, as Decker penetrated her for the first time. Her pussy welcomed his cock like an old friend, swallowing him into her as he slammed her up against the piled packets of ready-made meals. 
 
    It was sex of careless and hot-headed abandonment, where nothing existed but the physical connection between Decker and Lux, and the primal animal need for fulfillment as they lost themselves in one another.  
 
    His mind went blissfully blank, devoid of any concern unrelated to getting his rocks off and pleasuring the woman pinned beneath him. 
 
    They fucked on and against the stall, until Decker picked the symbiote up and spun her about. He held onto Lux’s shapely ass as he rammed into her from behind.  
 
    In the next breath, or it might have been five minutes later, he was standing up against the girder he had smacked his head on. He pressed Lux up to the smooth metal and held her arms pinned above her with one hand, while he hooked his other under her butt and supported her light frame, as she ground her pussy against his pelvis at an impossibly acute angle. 
 
    There was a rushing rustling crash as they shifted positions again and sent a deluge of rations sliding to the floor. Decker tossed Lux onto the top of the stall and bent her into a squashed kneeling position. Then he was inside of her yet again. 
 
    Such was the tightness of the symbiote’s bussy and the angle at which Decker was penetrating her from that before long both of them were panting in that telling way that meant orgasms were just around the corner. 
 
    In a final, galloping plunge, Decker thrust upward, and Lux let out a long, low wail of ecstasy. 
 
    He had not thought he was on the cusp himself—not that he minded in the slightest that she got first dibs on her orgasm. But, as the symbiote came, and she pressed her face into the grubby surface of the stall’s counter, a tugging pull of bio-electricity coursed through her pussy and Decker’s groin. 
 
    It was like someone had fired every nerve in his prostate. 
 
    Decker’s body seized up, as he clutched at Lux’s hips. It was one of the most singularly intense sexual experiences of his life. He collapsed on top of the kneeling, twitching symbiote and then shoved his weight off her, rolling onto his back to share the stall with her. 
 
    “Well, now I know what the hype was about,” Lux said, pulling her pants back up so that they once again formed a seemingly seamless one-piece outfit, “that was extremely enjoyable.” 
 
    Decker nodded. He hadn’t quite managed to catch his breath. 
 
    “I’m only sorry that we were forced to act in such a rush,” Lux said. 
 
    “Yeah, the potential ending of the universe can put a real crimp in your sex life.” 
 
    “Still, I look forward to engaging with you in this manner again,” Lux said, her words coming out and sounding characteristically symbiote-like in their clinical honesty.  
 
    She leaned forward and kissed him hard on the mouth. Her tongue left a frisson of electricity tingling on his lips.  
 
    “If we are spared, of course,” she said. 
 
    Decker snorted softly as Lux drew away from him, surreptitiously squeezing his half-hard cock. 
 
    “As for whether we’re going to be spared or not,” he said. “I suppose we better go and find that out.” 
 
    “Hopefully the ability for effulgencia, which we now share through this very enjoyable—very inadequately described by my symbiote sisters—bonding experience will help you do that,” Lux said, the words pouring from her fast, clever lips in a stream. 
 
    “Effulgencia?” Decker asked as he pulled on his aviator’s jacket. He had been quite unaware of taking it off in the heat of the moment. “I hope it’s easier to use than it is to say.” 
 
    “You will have no problems, I am sure. Just picture what you want to do. If your desires are in keeping with my ability’s capabilities, then they will manifest themselves just so.” 
 
    “And what are your ability’s capabilities?” Decker asked, picking up his coilgun. 
 
    “Effulgencia will provide you with the ability to control and manipulate light and energy.” 
 
    “Which means I can blow electrics and lights and stuff?”  
 
    “Yes, but more interestingly, in my opinion, it will give you increased speed and reaction times,” Lux said. 
 
    “Faster and more dangerous?” Decker asked softly. 
 
    “Faster and more dangerous,” Lux confirmed. 
 
    Decker smiled grimly to himself, picturing Dorian Wellington’s face as Egil morphed it into his own. 
 
    “Faster and more dangerous,” he repeated softly. “Yeah, that’ll work.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 29 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It did not take them long, once they had rested and eaten, to find the sub-terrestrial hangar. 
 
    “I can’t believe I’ve never even heard about this place,” Rosa whispered, peeking out through a gap in the huge stack of cabling that the band of eight were hiding behind.  
 
    That was one  good thing about a spaceport as a potential battle ground, especially a spaceport located on the wrong side of the galactic tracks: you had an abundance of cover options. Plenty of places to creep, one to another, to get as close to the target as possible. 
 
    “With all due respect, Miss Hawkes,” Yasine said. “There is very little reason for you to know of its existence. Just as the Cateran Supper Club has its VIP areas, so too does the spaceport.” 
 
    “Wow,” Craglin drawled, “so this is where the high muckety-mucks get to land, eh? Well, so far as those kinds of people go, I bet Dracone is the place where they put the muck in muckety-mucks.” 
 
    Yasine gave the Renkiddion another look. 
 
    “I just can’t understand how no one else has shot you yet,” she muttered to herself. 
 
    “Oh, you’ll get used to me, darl,” Craglin said in an unctuous voice. “Just like Rosa there. She won’t admit it, and it took a bit of time, but she’s pretty sweet on me now.” 
 
    Yasine cocked a questioning eyebrow at Rosa. 
 
    “You can’t make strawberry jam out of pig shit,” Rosa told the mustachioed little man, “no matter how much sugar you use.” 
 
    The symbiotes watched this exchange with interest until Decker cut it off with a sharp gesture. 
 
    “Anyone fancy staying on topic?” he asked, his voice never rising above a whisper. “There’ll be plenty of time to play who the biggest jackass is later, if we’re all not dead.” 
 
    “Sorry, cap,” Rosa said. 
 
    Decker puffed out his cheeks. He had his tactical contact lens in as per usual. Peeking around the end of the stack of wrist-thick space-cruiser cabling, he scanned the area ahead. 
 
    The hangar was like any other spaceport hangar or docking berth area on Dracone, only underground. Being, as Yasine had said, used more for high-profile ships—that was to say ships carrying particularly rich, highly illegal, or sought after peoples or cargo—it was also smaller. 
 
    The basic layout had been achieved with the extensive use of plasma drills and more mundane mining excavators. The result was a huge circular underground cavern carved out of the living icy stone of the planet. At the opposite side of the rough circle to Decker and his crew, there was a space-cruiser-sized aperture in the rock ceiling through which an orbit-to-surface spacecraft could land.  
 
    Once they had touched down on the single landing pad, the landing pad itself could be moved along an electromagnetic track, which utilized the same vacuum-sealed technology as the freight-switchers above. The freshly landed ship could then be parked in one of only five evenly spaced berths, where it could unload its cargo or decant its passengers. 
 
    The hangar might once have been a tidy and slick affair, but no longer. Crashed or sabotaged starships smoldered in four of the five berths. However, the fifth was a hive of activity. Using his tactical contact lens, Decker zoomed in. 
 
    “Got you, motherfucker,” he breathed. 
 
    Egil and a horde of Galactic Watch Committee goons were scuttling around a GWC space-cruiser. It was one of the old school torchships, which was a surprise. It wasn’t the kind of space-cruiser that Decker would have picked for a speedy escape. Such cruisers were used as freighters these days, or simple ferries, that used Hohmann transfer orbits to help with their diabolically poor fuel economy—when compared to the latest fusion reactors. 
 
    The GWC craft looked to be one of the very latest torchship variants. It probably had an engine with both a high thrust and high specific impulse, making it powerful and relatively economical compared to older models that had been phased out. 
 
    Still, there were a lot more pre-flight checks needed with those things than the far more common fusion drive ships. 
 
    Bastard must not have any options, Decker thought to himself, to be using an old hulk like that. 
 
    That was a silver lining at least.  
 
    It looked like Egil and his heavies were preparing to board the torchship, but were forced to make some modifications or repairs before they could get going. Judging by the vaguely robotic mannerism of the GWC goons, as well as the way that those not doing anything stood stock-still, Decker reckoned that they were under Egil’s mental compulsion. 
 
    Decker slowly retracted his head back into cover. Turning back to his crew, he explained what he had seen. 
 
    “Does Egil need these goons to pilot the GWC torchship?” he asked Saavi. 
 
    Saavi nodded. “Yes. Egil knows much about many things, but he has been trapped in the Cloud Sea for countless years. The fact that he does not know how to pilot one of your ships is not surprising to me.” 
 
    “Especially not one that old,” Decker said, as his mind freewheeled inside his head, trying to think of what to do next. 
 
    “How come he can’t just use the information available to him in Wellington’s head?” Rosa asked. “Surely, if he’s able to change the guy’s flesh he can access his memories.” 
 
    “Did that fancy-pants Ik’at look like the kind of bloke who’d ever had to fly himself anywhere?” Craglin pointed out. 
 
    “A fine point,” Apricis said. 
 
    “What course of action do you suggest?” Yasine asked the symbiotes. 
 
    Before any of the women could answer this, Decker was struck with a thought. 
 
    “If we deal with the GWC goons, Egil will be stuck on Dracone, right?” he asked. 
 
    Saavi nodded slowly. “Yes. If he cannot fly then the body he stole will be forced to stay here.” 
 
    Decker peeked around the end of the cabling again. His tactical contact lens tightened in on Egil. He wore his robes of swirling, moving darkness, but face and features were clear to Decker now. Sharp white teeth bared in a constant rabid snarling smile, dark hair that floated around his head like he was moving in microgravity, and eyes that were the not quite totally transparent color of glass. 
 
    “I’m coming for you,” Decker whispered. 
 
    He turned back to his team. 
 
    “That son of a bitch made me break my word to Dorian Wellington,” he told them. “He might have been a whiny little fuck, but to be the kind of man I want to be is to carry out my word because I gave it. My word is me as a man.” 
 
    Decker looked at them. 
 
    “Check your weapons and ready yourselves, kids,” he said. “We’re going to do this the old-fashioned way.” 
 
    Craglin let out a low sigh of relief. “Finally, we just get to shoot some people.” 
 
    “Speaking of which, Craglin,” Decker said, “I want you to hole up here, find somewhere nice and snug, and play the sniper. Can you do that?” 
 
    “Shoot our enemies whilst not running about?” Craglin asked, grinning behind the faceplate of his breather. “Yeah, mate, I can do that. No fucking worries.” 
 
    “Just be careful wedging yourself anywhere against these walls,” Yasine said, pointing a finger at the Renkiddion. “None of the walls down here have been insulated with closed-cell spray because of the hangar doors opening to the outside. If you touch the walls for more than a couple of seconds, especially with any bare flesh, we’ll be cutting bits of you off with a plasma torch to free you.” 
 
    “Everyone got that?” Decker asked. 
 
    There was a collection of nods. 
 
    “Good. And remember also, keep your breathers on, those who need them,” he said. 
 
    More nods. 
 
    “Okay,” Decker said, drawing a deep breath in through his nose and sighing it out. “We get as close to them as we can. On my signal, give them hell. And, Craglin?” 
 
    “Yes, mate?” the Renkiddion replied. 
 
    “Make sure you don’t start shooting until things kick off.” 
 
    “Right you are, Captain Decker.” 
 
    “Short-ass?” Rosa said, halting the little man in mid-step as he went to scuttle off and find some nice sniping spot to shoot from. 
 
    “Yeah, darl?” 
 
    “Make sure you don’t aim too near us, for fuck sake,” Rosa said. “We’re going to be fighting uphill as it is. No one needs to inadvertently lose a limb through your clumsiness.” 
 
    “But the captain was just telling me the other day that, with the newly upgraded medical bay and the bit of symbiote jiggery-pokery, the Farrago now has the capabilities to grow bloody limbs back,” Craglin said. 
 
    “That’s no reason to blow them off,” Rosa said. “All right?” 
 
    “Fine,” Craglin replied. 
 
    “Let’s hustle,” Decker said. “And, if you get a chance to take down Wellington—I mean Egil—then fucking take it.” 
 
    “You don’t want us to save him for you?” Rosa asked. 
 
    Decker snorted. “I don’t give a shit who kills him, so long as he’s put on ice as soon as possible.” 
 
    They managed to sneak within fifty yards of the GWC working on the torchship before being spotted. The Galactic Watch Committee responded with the same unthinking and inhuman speed and lack of compunction as a bunch of androids or automatons. One moment they were working, the next they had dropped tools and drawn weapons. 
 
    The sheer, unbelievable, apocalyptic noise of most firefights was absent due to the spacer-carbines and coilguns. 
 
    The heart-stopping racket that automatic pellet-throwers and semi-automatic energy weapons usually provided as a soundtrack in a terrestrial fight had been traded for the subtle ph-ph-ph-ph-ph-phit of the recoilless spacer carbines and the soft fwiss of the solid steel slugs being propelled by an electric current down the rails of the coilguns.  
 
    The results, though, remained the same. The sparking, ricocheting deluge of bullets sent everyone with any sense scrabbling for cover.  
 
    Those with any sense, as it turned out, did not stretch so far as to include the brain-washed GWC troopers. As much as Decker knew, Egil did not know fear. That might’ve sounded quite badass on paper, but it meant that he did not provide his human drones with helpful tactics like getting behind cover while reloading. 
 
    Decker might have felt bad for blowing away men and women who, under normal circumstances, would have at least made a fair go of protecting their own skins—even if they genuinely hated Decker and his team. This guilt was mitigated by the naked truth of the matter, which was that they meant to kill Decker and every other member of his crew. Without thought, without mercy, without batting an eyelid. 
 
    He couldn’t have that. 
 
    Decker rolled behind a collection of depleted nitrogen canisters, as a trail of spacer carbine fire chewed up the dock at his heels. He ducked out of the other side and cut a GWC officer clean in half with a slug. The barrel of his weapon twitched right, tracking another foe heading for Rosa, who had just put a couple of cryopistol rounds through the faceplate of another GWC drone. 
 
    Decker screwed his eyes shut and jerked back into cover as his vision exploded into sparks, a handful of 5.7mm rounds pinging and clattering off the canisters not two inches from the faceplate of his mask.  
 
    Before he could react, his eyelids blazed with red light and he felt something ruffle his hair. Opening his eyes and peering cautiously out of his cover, he saw the man he had been aiming at was gone. All that was left in his place was a clammy pink mist. 
 
    “You’re welcome, mate!” came the voice of Craglin over the comms. 
 
    “Stop bragging and keep shooting, short-ass,” Rosa replied. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Craglin said. 
 
    The erratic strobe of spacer carbine fire flashed off the slick, dripping walls of the underground hangar like some sort of hellish parody of the Cateran Supper Club when it was in full swing. Every now and again, a blazing red streak would cut like a neon tracer through the air. 
 
    Occasional screams of pain and panicked shrieks punctuated the carnage as it unfolded. This quickly gave Decker the impression that pain, more than anything, was able to wrench the GWC officers’ minds out of Egil’s grip. He could not hold a person who had just had their foot blown off, or who had just had their gut perforated by one of Lux’s knives, in his sway. 
 
    Lux had tapped into her insane speed, which she had insisted to Decker he now shared with her, to zip around the battle arena. She cut and sliced, grabbing a handful of body armor here or the end of a weapon there so as to skew a shot or throw a shooter off balance. 
 
    The other symbiotes were similarly drawing on their powers to try and turn the tide of the fight. One crucial aspect of their abilities was that they did not give their positions away when using them. Hera could send rocks tumbling at will from the cavern’s ceiling, crushing skulls and scattering enemy trooper formations; Saavi used her mentalism to take hold of individual officers and turn them on their fellows; Apricis could lie in wait and then blast GWC minions with her cogency, sending them flying through the air to smash into surplus dock equipment with bone-breaking force. They did all that without ever letting the enemy know where they were. 
 
    This would ordinarily be all well and good, but the enemy had one thing that Decker and his team did not have. 
 
    Numbers. 
 
    For every GWC officer Decker cut down with his coilgun, or sent tumbling to the ground with his cryopistol, two more sprung out from somewhere to take the fallen guard’s place. 
 
    Another prolonged burst of spacer carbine fire rattled across the flank of the canister that Decker hid behind. Sparks flared and died as metal met metal. Somewhere off to his right, something exploded with a soft whumpf and orange flames rolled up to the ceiling. 
 
    “My bad,” Rosa said. “I hope that mech wasn’t yours, Yasine.” 
 
    Yasine did not answer. Decker could see her off to his left, hunkered down behind a long length of copper pipe, holding one of the GWC’s own spacer carbines.  
 
    As Decker watched, the immaculately dressed woman flowed to her feet. She squeezed the trigger and took one trooper out with a clean shot through the eye. A pink mist burst out of the back of his skull, part of his cheek blowing open to reveal his sinus cavity, and he flopped bonelessly backward, knocking over a half filled lubricant sump behind him. 
 
    Decker suppressed a cheer at this excellent piece of marksmanship, instead busying himself by sending a coilgun slug hissing across Yasine’s field of vision and into the bodywork of a mag-trolly. The levitating cart spun around and knocked a GWC trooper clean off her feet. Before she could get up, Decker lifted the three hundred pound mag-trolly with magnetism and flipped it over so that it crunched down on top of her. 
 
    Yasnine granted Decker a small unsmiling nod, and then returned to the fight. 
 
    The aim of the game, so far as it stood in Decker’s mind, was to reach the ship. This was because he assumed Egil was in there—he had not seen him leave it, although he had also not strictly witnessed him enter it either. 
 
    If the amount of troopers that keep coming out of that thing, as well as the tunnel behind it, are anything to go by, then he must surely be in there. 
 
    Decker reloaded, pausing only to use his cogency to yank up a dead GWC officer to soak a burst of carbine fire. The corpse blocked all of the bullets barring one, which pinged off the neck protecting plate on Decker’s shock suit.  
 
    Decker dropped the dead man and drew his cryopistol in one fluid movement. A second later, his enemy hit the floor with a hole over his right eye. 
 
    He slapped one of his last coilgun mags into the top of his weapon and chambered a slug into the top of the rail. Then, he scanned the battlefield. 
 
    He was closest to the torchship, so far as he could tell, although still some thirty yards from the rear cargo hatch. 
 
    Fuck, all this and we’ve only gone twenty or so yards. This is more like wading through syrup than blood. 
 
    He tried to gauge where his team members were. The only symbiote he could make out in the fairly wide space was Lux, due to her seeming incapable of standing still for longer than two seconds in a row. Where Saavi, Hera, and Apricis were though, he did not know. 
 
    He ducked again as two GWC goons hammered his position with suppressive fire, while four more of their fellows appeared from the service tunnel behind the torchship. One of these newcomers joined the pair already firing and added his gun to the mix. 
 
    Such was the onslaught of lead on metal, once this third spacer carbine got involved, that the empty canister in front of Decker was knocked backward into him. It teetered on its base and then began to fall. 
 
    Decker reacted with unthinking speed.  
 
    He reached into himself, groping around in his soul or heart or wherever the desiccated part of himself that was linked with the symbiotes lurked. Like a drunk fumbling for a glass of water by the side of his bed, he managed to touch a node that sent sparkling potential rushing through him. It was almost as if he had touched a live wire but, instead of electricity, he found that he was connected to an adrenaline-filled mains system. 
 
    He searched for the next piece of available cover, and his gaze alighted on a parked aug some twenty yards to his left. Too far. 
 
    Or, maybe not. 
 
    His muscles bunched under him. He heard the ping and rattle of the bullets of his enemies ricocheting around him. His mind focused on getting into the cover the aug provided as quickly as— 
 
    Decker sucked in a huge breath and staggered. He fell hard against the aug’s mighty metal leg, lost his balance and stumbled. Twenty yards to his right, where he had just been, the unbalanced empty canister toppled with a clang. 
 
    The three private security officers that had been firing at Decker paused, unsure where their quarry had just disappeared to. They only had a second or so to wonder about anything, before one of Craglin’s two-phase plasma rounds struck the central figure and ended them. 
 
    “… helpful it is, yes?” came Lux’s voice over his comms. 
 
    “What?” Decker croaked. 
 
    “I said, you can see the many uses that effulgencia has and how helpful it is, yes?” Lux repeated. “I saw you use it. It was good for one who has never moved like that before, who has never pushed their limbs to such a limit.” 
 
    As if in answer to her words, Decker’s thighs, glutes, calves, and lower back bloomed into an agony of lactic acid-based pain. 
 
    “Although, if I am being candid,” Lux babbled on, “I think you might have slightly overdone it.” 
 
    Decker bit back an agonized retort. His body burned like he’d just run a marathon at a sprint in about the same time it took to sneeze. 
 
    Lux seemed to know what his silence meant. 
 
    “I would refrain from using any other symbiote abilities, just for a little,” she said. 
 
    “Yep,” Decker grunted through clenched teeth. 
 
    He sucked in a deep breath. At least his sudden lightning fast disappearance from where he had been hiding had bought him a reprieve from the incessant gunfire. 
 
    “Craglin?” he said into his comms. 
 
    “Yeah, mate.” 
 
    “How’re you going?” 
 
    “Yeah, good, mate. Got myself tucked away nice and secure. Even managed to wangle it so that every time I pull the trigger on this beauty, I don’t get kicked out the back door like the neighborhood tomcat.” 
 
    “Great. Now, just shut the hell up for a moment and tell me something,” Decker said. “Have you got an eyeball on all the symbiotes?” 
 
    There was a pause. 
 
    “That’s a positive copy,” Craglin said. 
 
    “And?” Decker asked. 
 
    “I’m fine,” Lux said. 
 
    “As am I,” Saavi said in her deeper voice. “Although I confess to feeling somewhat remorseful at ending the lives of those who are clearly not in their right minds.” 
 
    “You’ll get over it, love,” Craglin said breezily. “Apricis and Hera are together, Decker, but they’re pinned down behind a port rover about fifty yards further to your left.” 
 
    “How do they look?” Decker asked. 
 
    “Well… they look lovely, mate obviously. Very attractive in fact. More so what with the heat of battle and—” 
 
    “I mean, do they look as if they’re about to be overrun and die, you dumbass?” Decker growled. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’m just behind them,” Rosa said. “Don’t fret about us, cap. Let’s just get to that fucking ship Egil is trying to get off the ground.” 
 
    “That spiky chick in white is way ahead of you,” Craglin said. 
 
    Decker blinked, trying to sort his shit out. He felt weak and tired. He accessed a panel in his omni-com, spooled through a menu, overrode an inhibitor control, and had his bio-suit shoot him up with the same amount of adrenaline it might have hit him with had it detected he’d been stabbed somewhere vital. 
 
    Decker gasped as his heart rate doubled and his veins thickened with pressure. His pupil enlarged, and the air passages of his lungs expanded with fresh filtered air. 
 
    He reviewed the situation, suddenly full of beans. 
 
    But not as full of beans as Yasine it seems, his fizzing brain told him. 
 
    The blue light in Yasine’s temple was shining bright and steady. 
 
    Decker watched on, completely stunned, as the white-clad figure charged straight at two troopers, catching the pair—who were focused on firing Hera and Apricis—quite by surprise. 
 
    She moved with an insane speed and power, far beyond what Decker would have called even an approximation of normal. With the violence and detachment of a hurricane, she smashed her empty spacer carbine right into a throat. As the second trooper brought her rifle around, Yasine twitched her hand sideways and tore the weapon from her grip. With a brutality that made Decker’s spine tingle, Yasine smashed in the soldier’s head with a punch that would have broken a shock suit. 
 
    Another GWC trooper managed to bring his gun to bear on the enhanced woman and squeeze off a burst. The bullets hissed by her, cutting lines through the air as Yasine ducked to the side. 
 
    Yasine uttered an affronted curse in a language Decker did not understand, as if the trooper had had the audacity to try to leave the Cateran Supper Club without paying his tab. With the savage alacrity of a beast, she leapt ten feet into the air, turned a neat front flip, and struck downward with a devastating flying kick. The blow crushed the drone’s ribs inward and sent him spinning backward. With a brief scream, which faded into a dying gurgle, he plowed into the side panel of the parked port rover. 
 
    With a crunch, the side of the heavily reinforced port-roved caved in as if it had been made of aluminized polyimide foil. 
 
    How the hell is she doing that? Decker thought. 
 
    “Judging from what I can see from your helmet cam, I would say that whatever augmentation the woman has undergone creates an extreme state of hyper physical and mental awareness,” Lorelei said directly into Decker’s mind. “I can’t say whether it is chemical or some kind of electro-pulse technology that stimulates and affects the right parietal cortex, and perhaps the prefrontal cortex too, but whichever method it is, it is clearly working.”  
 
    “I’ve always said it,” Decker muttered. “She’d be the wrong woman to cross.” 
 
    He went back to work with his coilgun, trying to reach the rear of the ship along with Yasine. 
 
    He spun out from behind the abandoned aug and let loose a barrage of five shots that emptied his coilgun’s magazine. One caught a GWC fighter in the guts, punching a neat hole in him. Another zipped through two men shooting back to back and dropped them both. Rounds three and four missed their marks, but number five ripped out the chest of an officer kneeling atop of the torchship in an attempt to pick off Decker’s team. He tumbled sideways and thudded to the floor. 
 
    It was hard for Decker to tell, what with the general chaos swirling all around, but he was starting to feel that maybe, just maybe, they might at least be able to make it to the torchship without taking a bullet. 
 
    It turned out to be wishful thinking on his part. 
 
    Decker had just used his metallurgency to rip the spacer carbine out of a trooper’s hands, empty it at another trooper, then reverse it and club the first man over the head, when he heard something that turned his blood to ice.   
 
    A familiar voice rang out in a cry of mixed pain, frustration, and rage. 
 
    It was Zizara Yasine. 
 
    Even with the augmentation that had physically enhanced her, one of the—if not the—most powerful woman in the port city of Dracone had been clipped by a lucky spacer carbine bullet. Red spread around the sleeve of her stark-white clothes. 
 
    Decker was on his feet. He did not stop to consider whether charging in might be a dumb move—he didn’t need to, he fucking knew it was a dumb move. 
 
    But, with the abruptness of someone flicking a switch, the noise all around them stopped.  
 
    Decker skidded to a halt, his muscles cramping up of their own volition before he could get to Yasine. 
 
    Decker swallowed hurriedly, as his ears ached from the silence. Suddenly, the pressure in the cavern dropped. There was no reason for this to have happened. The hangar bay was already cracked open, as if it had stalled or the power to it had been cut before it could be fully opened. 
 
    As a seasoned space traveler though, Decker knew a pressure drop when he felt one. His body was attuned to such things. Being able to feel such a thing, even asleep, could very well be the difference between living and dying when you were out in the void. 
 
    Decker turned to the torchship, to the cargo bay ramp that he and Yasine had been fighting toward. A dozen or more GWC troopers still guarded it, each of them frozen in whatever pose they had been in a second before. They gave Decker the sense of being on pause; their bodies frozen, their limbs stilled. He could have dropped them all in under ten seconds with his cryopistol, but doing that was not his way. 
 
    Decker wasn’t naive enough to believe in such a fanciful notion as a fair fight. Fights in the real world, in combat situations, were never fair. If he ever felt that he might be in a fair fight, Decker knew that his opponent, whoever they were, had most likely done something wrong. That said, there was taking advantage of a situation and then there was executing twelve mind-control victims in cold blood. 
 
    Egil stepped down out of the cargo bay and strode down the ramp. 
 
    “Hello, all,” he said cheerfully. “I must say, you’re putting up a very good fight.” 
 
    Decker said nothing. Did nothing.  
 
    He just watched the man inhabiting the twisted and altered body of Dorian Wellington. He noticed little globes, shimmering in his palm. They looked crystalline, but Egil levitated them casually into the air, spinning them around his palm. 
 
    Some kind of energy? Dark matter? Decker supposed. Nothing good. 
 
    “Yes, you’ve expended the lives of many of those that I brought down here to start this infuriating thing,” he said, and he kicked the side of the ramp hard enough to break the toes of the body he had commandeered. 
 
    Egil let out a little grunt of pain that turned into a wry chuckle. 
 
    “I forget how fragile these contemptible creatures are,” he said, the chuckle slipping into that high-pitched giggle just long enough for Decker to feel the metaphorical fingernails run down the blackboard of his soul. 
 
    “Let me guess, Egil,” Decker said. He kept his voice calm and level, like he was talking to a previously unassuming chihuahua that had unexpectedly ripped out the throat of its owner and was now wondering who was next. “Let me guess. You’ve come down here to admit the error of your ways and hand yourself in, right? You’ve come to your senses. You’re giving up.”   
 
    Egil’s dark eyebrows rose above the disquietingly glassy eyes. 
 
    “Come to my senses?” he said. “I never go anywhere without those. I am like you. Now. What would I be without these senses, hm?” 
 
    “You might have a body like everyone else here, Egil, for now,” Apricis said from over Decker’s right shoulder. “You might be able to feel the foot you just hurt, or the cold as it caresses that borrowed face, and the breeze as it ruffles your stolen hair. You might have all the senses that other people do. But you are not the same us, as the men and women you use as your puppets. You are empty inside.” 
 
    “That was quite a tactless thing to say, betrayer of your own,” Egil said. 
 
    His facial features writhed for a moment so that Decker caught a glimpse of Wellington’s nose and the line of his jaw before Egil gained control of himself and pulled the flesh, bone, and sinew back into the position he wanted. Decker thought he might have heard the nauseating sound of crunching gristle, even through the sound-dulling shell of his breather’s faceplate.  
 
    “As for giving up…” Egil trailed off. 
 
    He looked around at the Rosa and the symbiotes that were closing in slowly to back up Decker. Then he looked at Yasine, who was no more than ten feet in front of him, clutching at her bleeding arm. 
 
    Egil smiled. It was a smile of such utter darkness that Decker knew he was about to see someone try and burn the universe down just to see some light. 
 
    “No, I don’t think I’m going to be giving up. Not when I’m so close,”  Egil said. 
 
    The little balls of dark energy on his palm dispersed. The vapor swept out and wrapped itself around the remaining GWC goons that had been frozen. They began to shake violently. 
 
    “Craglin…” Decker said into his comms. 
 
    “You told me you didn’t want to finish today with anyone missing any limbs,” Craglin replied. 
 
    The GWC troopers spasmed. They grunted. They shivered. 
 
    “Craglin…” Decker said. 
 
    “You’re all too close, man!” Craglin said. “If I try a shot at Egil, or any of those guards he’s putting the willies up, at least two of you lot are going to be buying one-armed flight suits from now on.” 
 
    The GWC troopers stopped their twitching and gibbering. As one, they turned to look cooly up at Decker and his team. Their eyes were eerily glassy and familiar, with tiny black pin pricks for pupils. 
 
    Despite the partly open hangar bay door letting the subzero temperature into the sub-terrestrial cavern, Decker felt the sweat prickling under his adaptive bio-suit. 
 
    Egil held out his hand, his psychotic grin broadening. 
 
    Decker felt a sucking sensation rush around him. It felt like he was up to his neck in an invisible sea as the tide pulled out at the approach of a tsunami. He stumbled forward a couple of paces before he managed to lean back and fight the feeling. 
 
    It was cogency as he had never imagined it might be able to be used, but in that moment Decker realized that the only limitation to using any of the symbiote’s abilities was his own mind. Just as it was with ninety percent of obstacles humans found blocking their paths. 
 
    Zizara Yasine was yanked off her feet and through the air, trailing spots of blood from her bullet wound. The sound of her throat smacking into Egil’s palm was loud in the silence. Without apparent effort, the pale man in the flickering black robe held Yasine up to his face for inspection as if she weighed nothing. 
 
    “Kill them,” Egil said to his remaining mindless GWC minions. “I think I will keep this one for later.” 
 
    As all hell broke loose again, and Decker was forced to retreat into cover, Egil carried Zizara Yasine back into the belly of the torchship. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 30 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Decker, pull your socks up, mate!” Craglin squawked over the comms. 
 
    “Wha—?” 
 
    “Get down, you bloody idiot!” 
 
    If Egil had done anything to the remaining GWC troopers that had survived Decker’s team’s initial attack, it was to make them stronger and more resilient to pain and physical damage. That was Decker’s rudimentary appraisal of his foes anyway, as he dashed sideways and threw himself behind a neat stack of spare radiator panels, over which a tattered corpse of a GWC officer was draped. 
 
    However toughened they may have been, there was no surviving intimate introduction to a two-phase plasma round. 
 
    One of the GWC men, who now had about as much humanity in their face as a golem, burst like a blood blister. Gore sprayed across Decker’s cover.  
 
    He thanked his lucky stars, such as they were, that Craglin had thought to give him the heads up. Judging by the wash of air that ruffled the uniform of the guard slumped across the radiators, the round had passed fairly close to where his head had been not a moment before. 
 
    “Cap, the ship!” Rosa called over his comms. 
 
    “What about it?” Decker yelled. He tried to sneak a peek over the top of his cover, but a clatter of spacer carbine fire forced him to cancel that plan. 
 
    “The berth conveyor is lit up!” Rosa told him. 
 
    “The berth conveyor… Shit, Egil’s getting that hulk into launch position.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m thinking,” Rosa agreed. 
 
    Decker thought quickly. He was still thinking quickly, when the masked face of a GWC popped over the top of his cover. 
 
    “Who the fuck—?” Decker said, whipping his coilgun up. 
 
    The trooper caught the barrel of the weapon in a grip of iron and ice. Decker was a naturally big and strong man who tried to keep himself in shape, but he couldn’t move the coilgun an inch toward his enemy’s face. 
 
    Knowing a lost cause when he saw one, Decker released the immoveable weapon. He ripped his cryopistol free and brought it up. He squeezed the trigger twice. Two elemental bullets punched through the reaching man’s sternum, blowing out the back of his tunic in a twin spray of blood and tiny ice crystals. 
 
    The pale, glassy eyes staring blankly down into Decker’s face didn’t so much as flicker. 
 
    Ah, Decker thought. Shit. 
 
    A thin steel girder, the kind that might support an aug while it was being worked on by a mechanic, speared through the chest of the GWC officer. He was flung backward and away from Decker, pinned into the solid stone of the floor behind. The officer struggled vainly for a few seconds before his smashed body gave up functioning and he went still. 
 
    “Thanks, Apricis,” Decker said, snatching up his coilgun and leaning heavily against the stack of radiators. 
 
    There was a clunk and then a dull, grating whirring. 
 
    “Cap, the berth conveyor, it’s on the move!” Rosa said. 
 
    Decker could hear the sound of her cryopistol behind her words, lending emphasis to them. 
 
    Decker glanced up and to his left, scanning around. 
 
    “Where are you, where are y—Bingo!” he said. 
 
    There was a zinging streak of bright red light as another one of Craglin’s sniper rounds reduced a once living, breathing person into clammy pink mist. An explosion of falling rock, courtesy of Hera, thundered down, but was dodged by the two GWC officers she had been aiming at. The impact of the stony debris hitting the floor reverberated through Decker’s chest, but he did not take his eyes from what he had just spotted. 
 
    “Craglin?” he said into his comms. 
 
    “Copy,” came the curt reply. 
 
    “Can you see me?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “To my left, eight o’clock high to me, can you see the recessed control alcove?” 
 
    “Yep,” Craglin confirmed. 
 
    “Take those guards in there out, please.” 
 
    “Righto, mate.” 
 
    There was a pause. Decker could imagine the little Renkiddion lining up his targets. 
 
    A blazing streak of bright red light zapped out from a pile of junk far to the rear of the action. The two-phase plasma round ate through the thermoplastic composite window and vaporized the two officers standing at the panel that controlled the berth conveyor. 
 
    Instantly, the conveyor slowed, whirring downward, and stopped. 
 
    Thought so, it’s got a dead man’s safety switch on it, Decker cheered inwardly. Now, if we can just— 
 
    The conveyor started up again.  
 
    More blank-faced officers had already appeared to take the places of those that had been felled. 
 
    Before Decker could speak, another bolt of death illuminated the control booth bright red and took out four of the clustered officers at once.  
 
    “Shit,” Craglin said. 
 
    “What?” Decker asked. 
 
    “They just keep on coming, mate.” 
 
    Decker ground his teeth. 
 
    “Forget about them,” he said, finally hopping up into a low crouch. 
 
    There was another streak of red followed by a plume of blue fire that burst from a ruptured gas tank off to the right. The spray of ignited gas caught one of the GWC automatons stalking toward Hera and set him alight. Fat spat and skin crackled as Egil’s minion continued to stomp doggedly toward Hera. Hera crouched, set her hand to the freezing stone floor, and a burst of six-foot frost-rimed thorns exploded out from the floor and impaled the burning figure.  
 
    “Not a problem,” Craglin said. 
 
    “Put a round through the torchship’s exhaust funnel,” Decker said. 
 
    There was a heavy pause. Decker felt a trickle of unease run up his spine and across his scalp. 
 
    “That will be a problem,” Craglin said. 
 
    “Why?” Decker asked. 
 
    “I’m out of ammo,” Craglin said. 
 
    “Shit!” Decker cursed as he heard the conveyor start up again.  
 
    Throwing caution to the winds, and knowing that if he didn’t try something then Egil would escape and take Yasine with him to do who-knew-what with her, Decker leapt out of cover. 
 
    His jaw was set. His blue-green eyes burned with a cold flame. 
 
    His coilgun came up, rising level with his hip as he hurried forward, and bucked once, twice. 
 
    The wall behind the possessed trooper nearest him had a big chunk chewed out of it as the solid steel slug thumped through cloth and armor and muscle. Blood burst from the back of the man’s body. He folded over backward like an accordion opening, his spine reduced to little more than shattered shards. Gobbets of flesh spun away, slick in the cold light filtering through the slowly opening hangar bay door. 
 
    The second officer opened her mouth behind her mask—maybe to yell some message from Egil at Decker, maybe to scream a curse of her own. It didn’t matter to Decker. Before any sound could escape her throat, her face was pulped by the second coilgun slug and she was blown off her feet. 
 
    Decker legged it toward the torchship, which was trundling along smoothly, nearing the launch position. 
 
    Off to his right, Hera and Apricis stemmed the flow of brainwashed GWC minions with their symbiote powers. Decker ignored them, putting faith in their ability to survive. 
 
    “Go, cap, go!” Rosa’s voice said over the comms. “We’ve got your back. Just get Yasine.” 
 
    Decker didn’t answer. Spacer carbine fire chewed up the stone around him as he dashed toward the ship.  
 
    Its lifting thrusters sputtered to life—and then died again. 
 
    “No, no, no, no,” Decker hissed to himself, like a mantra against Egil taking off. “No, no, fuck no.” 
 
    Another pair of GWC officers attempted to intercept him. Decker’s coilgun jerked in his hand. The slug went low, ripping out the lead trooper’s liver in an awful spray of purple viscera and dark blood. He fell, but continued to crawl toward Decker, while his partner just rushed on. 
 
    The second officer raised her spacer carbine and emptied the rest of her clip at Decker. Decker thrust out with a burst of metallurgency, trying to form a repelling anti-metal bubble around himself.  
 
    To his surprise, it mostly worked. The bullets whistled around him. A couple struck his shock suit, the plates hardening as they took the lethality, if not the pain, out of the bullet strikes. 
 
    Decker squeezed the trigger of his coilgun, but his hasty shot went wide of his mark. He tried again, but his weapon was dry. 
 
    What was going to happen next was inevitable. Decker knew it could not be avoided, so he concentrated on getting it done as fast as possible so that he could get back to chasing the trundling torchship, as it started to curve away from him on the moving track. 
 
    Without even checking his pace, Decker flipped his coilgun around, grasping it by the barrel. He and the oncoming GWC drone locked eyes for the amount of time that—had humans still believed in or worshiped a superhuman power or powers, especially a god or gods—it might have taken Decker to send up a silent prayer. 
 
    Then, the bounty hunter and bedeviled trooper came together. The impact of the two of them running into one another set Decker’s teeth to rattling in his jaw. He brought his coilgun around, swinging it like a club, and it connected with the female officer’s shoulder. 
 
    She barely rocked as the weapon dislocated her arm. She was a big, strong woman, and she grabbed Decker by the reinforced strap of his shock suit with a meaty hand. Decker lashed out with a couple of juicy strikes to the woman’s kidneys, but he may as well have been patting her. 
 
    With only the slightest discernible flicker of exertion passing over her face, she tossed Decker away. He flipped through the air and landed with a bone-shaking thud. 
 
    Gasping for the air that had been knocked out of him, he rolled backward a heartbeat before the female GWC officer’s knee crashed into the ground where his head had been.  
 
    Decker got to his feet. He noted that the ground was shifting under him. He was surprised at this because he hadn’t thought he had hit his head that hard. Then he realized that he had been thrown onto the  berth conveyor. 
 
    His empty coilgun was gone, but he still had his cryopistol. Decker reached for it. 
 
    The GWC officer moved with the speed of a dragonfly. She threw her own empty rifle at Decker with a force that would have smashed the faceplate of his mask had he not ducked. Her follow up sidekick, unlike the thrown rifle, connected.  
 
    Her foot hit smashed into the side of Decker’s thigh and flung him off his feet. Before he had even hit the deck again, her fist lashed out and caught him in the midriff, propelling him backward. 
 
    It must have been some hit, Decker reasoned, when he struck the ground once more and performed an instinctive roll. Plates designed to stop rifle rounds had hardened up. 
 
    He got his hand to his cryopistol this time, cleared it from its holster, and managed to squeeze three shots off before his brawny foe was on him once more. The first two shots she dodged with her inhuman speed. The third smacked wetly into her muscular thigh with about as much effect on her as a moth tackling a campfire. 
 
    A backhand blow sent the cryopistol skittering across the conveyor. Then, a hand that felt like it was crafted more from steel than flesh closed around Decker’s throat and lifted him off the ground. 
 
    Decker weighed all of two hundred and fifty pounds with his gear and a good breakfast inside of him. He was not used to being manhandled, and he could honestly say that his first experience was not enamoring him of it.  
 
    He choked and scrabbled in the woman’s iron grip. For her part, she stared at him with a bland indifference, her glassy eyes betraying no thoughts and no emotions. 
 
    Decker’s hand snaked down to the sheath at his belt. He found his laz-blade, opened it. Clumsily, letting his fear of being strangled get the better of him, Decker lashed out at his assailant’s face. She reacted, but not quickly enough. The laz-blade sheared raggedly through her faceplate, the weapon waving in Decker’s unsteady grip and making a fist-sized hole before the trooper knocked it from his hand. 
 
    She was dead—she was going to freeze. Only, it didn’t look as if she was going to die before she had finished killing Decker. 
 
    That, obviously, was not going to work for him. 
 
    Decker stuck his thumb in her eye. That was a move that had elicited a reaction in precisely one hundred percent of the people he had used it on before.  
 
    Not her. 
 
    Grunting and gasping for air, Decker dug his gloved digit harder into the trooper’s eye. Something popped under his thumb, and a gelatinous ooze flowed from the socket and down her face where it almost instantly solidified on her cheek in the freezing air. 
 
    Still, the pressure around his throat continued to suffocate him. 
 
    Panic was flashing through his head now. Purple lights bloomed behind his vision like neuron-fireworks. 
 
    “Use your genesense,” Lorelei called to him out of the falling dark of his mind. 
 
    For a moment, Decker was unsure whether it was her voice, or his own subconscious trying to save him. 
 
    “Your genesense, Decker!” Lorelei screamed at him through their telepathic link.  
 
    An idea winked in and out of his mind. He fumbled at the thought. Grasped it. It wasn’t a nice one. If the symbiote skill of genesense could be used to manipulate wounds and close them, then surely…  
 
    Decker’s vision was tunneling, even as the face of the woman who was killing him by inches was frosting over. With a last surge of will, he concentrated on his thumb. 
 
    And he thought of an egg. 
 
    The mess he had made of the possessed officer’s eye split. A crack appeared, a terrible bright red rip in the flesh of her forehead and the cheek under her busted eye. Then, her head split apart. The neurocranial bones—the occipital bone, two temporal bones, two parietal bones, the sphenoid, ethmoid, and frontal bones—which had been happily fused since the woman had been two years old, came apart with a disgusting tearing, cracking sound. The bones of the facial skeleton followed, as Decker used his genesense to cack-handedly pry the vomer, the pair of inferior nasal conchae, two nasal bones, two maxilla, the mandible, two palatine bones, two zygomatic bones, and two lacrimal bones apart. 
 
    The pressure around his throat released, and Decker fell to the ground. Next to him, the ruined, headless corpse of the GWC goon did the same.  
 
    Decker dragged in shuddering breaths. Life rushed back into him. Knowing that what he had just done would probably haunt his dreams for quite some time, he got unsteadily to his feet, grabbed his dropped cryopistol, and sprinted toward the rear cargo bay hatch of the torchship. 
 
    He was not far from the opening when the lifting thrusters fired once more. This time, when they caught, they didn’t cut out. They rose in pitch.  
 
    Decker staggered against the hissing spray of tiny rock and ice particles that buffeted him. Instinctively, he raised a hand up to his face, despite the faceplate of the breather mask being more than strong enough to repel that sort of thing and was coated in an anti-scratch laminate. 
 
    As the berth conveyor came to a sudden halt under the now open hatch of the hangar door, Decker squeezed out a final burst of speed. The impossibly tall eighty kilometer high launch loop rose against the stormy sky outside. Decker kept his eye on it, refusing to think of what would happen to him should Egil activate the torchship’s engine now with him so close. The reactor exhaust gaped at him, promising an instant suntan followed by total incineration right down to a molecular level. 
 
    Relax, he can’t do that until he’s pointing at the open sky. You’ve still got a few more moments, reminded a part of him—a part that was far more calm than the majority of him felt. 
 
    Those moments fled by with every running step. As the whine of the blasting thrusters reached a crescendo, the torchship rose into the air, wobbling slightly.  
 
    Up it went, its landing gear rising two feet above the docking pad…  
 
    Four feet… 
 
    Decker could picture whatever GWC pilot team that Egil had put under his influence going through the last of the pre-flight checks. He had no notion as to what those checks might entail, having never flown a torchship, but from everything he had heard, they were extensive. 
 
    When the landing gear and the rear ramp of the cargo hold were six feet off the ground, Decker made his leap. He grabbed hold of the edge of the cargo hatch and pulled himself into the hold, the muscles in his shoulders and arms burning only a fraction as much as they should have been, thanks to his shot of self-administered adrenaline. 
 
    He got to one knee, puffed out his cheeks, and readied himself for—  
 
    “I was wondering if you would manage to hitch a ride, Captain Decker.”   
 
    Egil emerged from out of the gloom, stepping through an open airlock door. His robes flickered around his narrow, compact form. His pale face, with its perpetual infuriating little grin, looked delighted. An onlooker unaware of the situation might have thought, going by Egil’s expression, that they were witnessing the reunion of old friends. 
 
    “Hey, Egil,” Decker said, climbing to his feet. “I’d like to say it’s nice to see you again, but, you know… it’s not.” 
 
    “I seem to recall that it’s commonly believed that sarcasm is the lowest form of wit,” Egil said, wagging a finger at Decker. 
 
    “You’ve clearly not spent enough time with Craglin.” 
 
    Egil looked indulgently at Decker. He looked like someone who had just seen, despite all he had heard to the contrary, an old dog doing a new trick. 
 
    “I’m here—” Decker said. 
 
    “—for your friend,” Egil finished. 
 
    “Where is she?” 
 
    Egil waved his long-fingered hand airily. “She’s safely tucked away back in the belly of this machine. She is willful, that one. I recognize the type. She could be a tyrant if she chose. She has it in her. She fights it. A nature that is fluid and flexible when it has to be, but strong and destructive, too.” 
 
    “Like water,” Decker observed. 
 
    Egil considered this. 
 
    “An apt analogy,” Egil said, with a little giggle. “And one that could be used for the majority of your species, for they are a weak breed who are mostly happy to follow the path of least resistance.” 
 
    “You know, just because you smile when you say mean things doesn’t make them less mean, Egil,” Decker said. He put his hands on his hips, all the better to get to the cryopistol in its holster. 
 
    “Is it cruel to speak the truth?” Egil asked. 
 
    “People don’t like the truth, Egil,” Decker said as the torchship rocked a little under them and hovered a few feet higher. “They say they do, but they secretly don’t. People only accept the truth they tell themselves. Everything else is just hearsay. When they occasionally stumble over something real and true, a lot of the time they just pick themselves up and hurry off as if nothing had happened.” 
 
    Egil frowned. “How befuddling.” 
 
    “Not really,” Decker said with a shrug. “For instance, how do you feel about this truth: I’m going to kill you, then I’m going to save my friend and land this ship and find out a way to close that fucking portal. How does that truth make you feel?” 
 
    Egil considered this. 
 
    “Not very good,” he admitted. “If it were to become a truth. Currently, it strikes my ears more as wishful thinking, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “That’s a shame,” Decker said, slapping his thigh with his hand. “I was always told that if you wanted to learn something important, you should place your desires in one hand and shit in the other and see what one fills up first.” 
 
    Egil’s disquieting smile took on a slightly puzzled cast. 
 
    “I’m not sure I—” 
 
    Decker’s hand whipped up holding the cryopistol. Ten paces separated himself from Egil. Easy killing range for someone like Decker. Two in the chest. One in the head. 
 
    He leveled the pistol. Pulled the trigger three times. 
 
    “—quite follow that line of thinking,” Egil finished his sentence. 
 
    Decker blinked. 
 
    His three elemental projectiles were floating not six inches in front of the symbiote—three chemically formed, snap-frozen balls of water that had been compressed to the tensile strength of steel ball bearings. Two of them hovered, an inch and half apart, in front of where his heart was. The third was poised just above his left eyebrow. 
 
    Egil reached up and absently plucked the elemental bullet floating near his forehead out of the air. 
 
    “Defecating in your hand just to prove something that is already apparent seems not only, essentially, pointless, but also quite unhygienic,” he said.  
 
    He regarded Decker with his empty, glass-colored eyes, the irises of which were almost completely see through. 
 
    “There is much I have forgotten about this world,” he said, “but I’m not silly enough to have forgotten that bullets and flesh do—” 
 
    One icy projectile in front of his chest popped. 
 
    “—not—” 
 
    The second bullet shattered. 
 
    “—mix.” 
 
    The bullet in between his fingers melted in an instant. 
 
    Decker still had his cryopistol pointing at the symbiote. 
 
    Egil sighed. “Your methods and thoughts and actions are so depressingly transparent, Captain. I was expecting you to be just a smidgen different though, compared to all the rest.” 
 
    “The thing about the word ‘transparent’,” Decker said blithely, “is that it can be used to describe something that can be seen through, but it can also refer to something that can’t be seen at all.” 
 
    He pulled the trigger again. He pulled it five times. 
 
    Egil stopped the first shot, but blurred as he dodged around the next four. 
 
    He giggled as he reappeared. “Just drop it. If you value the life of the female human I have stowed away.” 
 
    Decker held the cryopistol away from his body. 
 
    “There’s a good chap,” Egil said, chuckling in a pleased fashion. 
 
    Decker dropped the weapon. 
 
    Before it had hit the floor, he used metallurgency to bend a reinforcing strut in the bulkhead down, shearing the solid metal in half, and angling its jagged end straight toward Egil’s back. At the same time, he used as big a blast of cogency as he could muster to propel the physical form of Egil, which had once been the body of the luckless Dorian Wellington, back toward the impromptu spear. 
 
    Egil flew backward. The broken off strut with its lethally sharp point waited to welcome him, some twelve yards behind him. His boots slid with a slight rubbery squeak across the metal of the cargo bay floor. 
 
    He stopped with a jerk. His eyes went wide. HIs mouth opened in a silent O of surprise. 
 
    Decker’s lips contorted in a savage snarl of triumph. 
 
    Then Egil started to laugh. He laughed and laughed and laughed. It was a sound that spoke directly to Decker’s soul. It told Decker that the owner of this laugh did not need friends. He did not need admiration or love, nor even the kind of brutal sex which was a thing taken rather than entered into. He didn’t need credits, wealth, or shiny things.  
 
    All he needed, all he required, was the hate, awe, and the fear he gained through his precisely thought out actions. The owner of this laugh must not be misunderstood. His facade must not be underestimated. It had been a good, long while since his loathing for all things turned into indifference, which he now used to solve all his problems. 
 
    “Hope falsely given is one of the sweetest things!” Egil crowed, bending double as he laughed almost uncontrollably. 
 
    Decker’s hands twitched at his side. He was out of ideas. Bullets hadn’t worked. The talents his bonding with the symbiotes had given him hadn’t worked. The only other thing he could think of was to run at Egil and try and kill him with his bare hands. 
 
    He didn’t much rate that plan.  
 
    “Ah, hope!” Egil cackled madly for a moment, slapping his thigh a couple of times. Then, with a horrible abruptness, his head snapped up. “Better you take that ridiculous dream and burn it before something bad happens, Captain Decker.” 
 
    Egil thrust out his hand. Decker was propelled from the rear of the cargo bay like he’d been hit in the chest with an invisible battering ram. Out of the hatch he went and fell the twenty or so feet to the docking pad below. 
 
    The HUD on his faceplate flashed red just as a stab of hot pain coiled though his chest. A message in the corner of his vision told him that the fourth rib on his left side had been fractured. 
 
    No time for that, he thought. 
 
    His bio-suit, making the complex split-second calculations, injected him with some nonsteroidal anti-inflammatory drugs, as well as a numbing agent to the affected area. 
 
    “Cap, are you okay?” Rosa Hawke’s voice came over the radio. 
 
    “No time,” Decker muttered as he got laboriously to his feet. 
 
    Above him, the torchship was maneuvering into launch position. It was a good forty feet above him now, aiming up toward the open hangar bay door. Its reactor exhaust funnel was pointing away from Decker now. 
 
    Which was a good thing, because in the next second whoever was flying the old GWC hulk leaned on the throttle and opened her up. The torch—the afterburner that gave the type of ship its name—flared, a jet of blinding white-yellow fire. A roar that shook the cavern ripped from the torchship. 
 
    Decker threw up his hands in utter desperation and bent his mind solely to one task and one task only. 
 
    Stopping the ship. 
 
    Without pausing to think how or if what he was attempting to do was going to be possible, Decker latched on with all of his metallurgency and cogency combined. His metallurgency hooked onto the hull, while the cogency gripped it and forced it back. They were simple ways to explain what he felt was happening to him, to the way that his body felt like it was being peeled apart from the inside out, layer by layer. 
 
    Sweat sprang out on every inch of his body. His eyes were going to burst. Each strand of his hair felt like it was going to spontaneously combust. The veins in his neck stood out like rubber hoses, taut as wires. His nerve endings were fire. No, they were ice.  
 
    It was going to kill him.  
 
    Keeping that fucking torchship from leaving the planet’s surface was going to be the end of him. He knew it. Knew it deep in his bones, the same bones that felt like they were about to explode into dust. 
 
    He was fighting the overwhelming force of the torchship’s reactor. There were foolish endeavors and then there was a single man trying to rein in one hundred thousand newtons of force going in the opposite direction. 
 
    Decker struggled. He strained.  
 
    He pictured Yasine’s face. Thought about who she was to him, really. Yeah, she’d been his employer, the person who’d dangled the sword of Damocles over his head on more than one occasion, but she was also the contact he’d had for the longest amount of time since he started working with Tyk Allbeard out of Dracone. 
 
    And she was, now that he was being melted in this agonizing crucible of pain, also, he realized, his friend. 
 
    Apart from Tyk, Zizara Yasine was his oldest friend. Sure, she might have been the kind of friend who came with the caveat that if you reneged on a deal she would kill you, but on Dracone that was not such a rare thing. What was rare was that, in spite of her perilous reputation, Decker knew that he could trust Yasine.  
 
    And that, he perceived in a flash of semi-deliriousness, was why he was trying to hold back a torchship with his mind and his body and whatever it was that his symbiote bond had given him. 
 
    Trust. 
 
    If Decker had only been allowed to count those people he trusted with his fingers and toes, he could have sliced his feet off with his laz-blade and not had to worry about leaving anyone out.  
 
    Yasine, though, had trusted him to do the job that Lorelei had purchased his services for and return to her. She had trusted him enough to lead him down here and to help him try and defeat Egil. 
 
    Trust. 
 
    It was the thing that drove everyone forward in the end, even when no one knew what might happen in the very next second. Deciding whether or not to trust a person was like deciding whether or not to climb to orbit in the kind of torchship that Decker was currently trying to hold back. You might get a wonderful view from the edge of space, or you might be blown to smithereens. Deciding whether to trust something or someone was the reason why many people chose to spend their lives terrestrially bound rather than out amongst the stars. 
 
    As Decker fought to wrestle Egil onto Dracone, he was vaguely aware of a commotion around him. On the edge of his awareness, he thought Craglin had succeeded in freeing himself from his sniping position and was now telling the rest of the team to clear the docking pads. 
 
    Decker roared and his head swam as he pulled the torchship down and into a group of milling GWC drones who had just emerged from out of the tunnel, which he guessed led up to the control bunker that Craglin had been painting with blood. 
 
    The explosion ripped through the end of the hangar, killing the GWC troopers in a blazing, expanding flower of scything metal and liquid fire. The torchship’s thruster exhaust broke away from the main body of the ship and fired into the far wall and set rock tumbling from the ceiling. 
 
    Decker collapsed to his knees. His chest was heaving. His face was dripping sweat, his mask working overtime to filter the moisture and stop it fogging. He felt like he’d had his bones removed, like he was just a bag of skin. He couldn’t even feel the throbbing of his broken rib, though he was sure he should have been able to.  
 
    He looked up, his head sluggish like it weighed a hundred pounds. The burning wreck of the torchship’s thruster illuminated the rest of the shattered ship. As Decker had thought, the cockpit and main body of the ship was fucked up, but not obliterated. The automatic safety measures should have protected the people inside. 
 
    He hoped. 
 
    An airlock door was ejected from the smoking wreck of the main body of the craft and hurtled into a parked aug, knocking it clean over. Next, the pale, ghostly body of Yasine was flung unceremoniously out of the door. She rolled over and over until she fetched up against a large barrel of liquid nitrogen, then lay still. 
 
    Egil emerged from the fire, his robe a black flicker against bright orange. His face was burned, sagging in places, as if he had lost the hold on powers which enabled him to twist Wellington’s features into his own. 
 
    And he was angry. 
 
    There was no smile on his mocking face. 
 
    He raised a hand and pointed it at Decker. 
 
    “I find your continued existence slightly trying, Captain Decker,” he said. “My inclination is to kill you.” 
 
    “You’d be at the back of a very long line, asshole,” Decker said. 
 
    He tapped his omni-com a few times. His bio-suit hit him with another dose of painkillers, along with some potent amphetamines. 
 
    Decker straightened up. His aches and pains and exhaustion now a distant hum at the back of his mind rather than an orchestra at the forefront. 
 
    For a moment, the two figures stood thirty paces from one another, illuminated by the fire of the downed torchship. 
 
    “Well?” Decker said eventually. 
 
    “Well, what?” Egil asked, the corners of his stolen mouth twitching up at the corners.  
 
    “Are you just going to eye-fuck me from over there all evening, or are you going to ask me to dance?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 31 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Decker’s clock was ticking. The drugs that kept him upright would last only for so long.  
 
    He didn’t allow himself to feel apprehensive. He didn’t really allow himself to feel anything. Feelings, a scenario such as this, would only hinder him. He let himself go cold. Told himself that he just had to destroy Wellington’s body. 
 
    Make it quick. Make it sure, he told himself. 
 
    If the fight with the parasitic Egil was not over soon though, he knew he might have to administer more drugs, and that way lay liver damage, stomach bleeding, and kidney failure if he wasn’t careful. 
 
    He wanted to use some of Hera’s healing skills on himself, but worried the genesense would drain reserves he needed to win. Essentially, the choice Decker was faced with was to heal himself or throw everything he had against the enemy. 
 
    He sighed. There was only one option. He wasn’t the sort to stand back and let others take the risks. 
 
    Time, as it had made a habit of being of late, was not on his side. 
 
    Which was why it came as a relief to him when the four symbiotes gathered around him. 
 
    “He’s not going to come quietly,” Decker said to them, not bothering to keep his voice down. 
 
    “He’s right,” Egil said with some of his old matter-of-fact cheerfulness. “I have absolutely no intention of being deprived of this pitiable flesh puppet. I have too much to do and I have been patient for long eno—” 
 
    The sound of spacer carbine fire came from the left and right of where Decker and the symbiotes faced off against Egil. 
 
    “Strewth, that bastard likes the sound of his on voice, doesn’t he?” Craglin’s voice came over the comms. 
 
    “Reminds me of someone,” Rosa said. “Now, shut up and light him up! Get moving, cap!” 
 
    Decker was way ahead of her. He witnessed the 5.7mm bullets halt in midair like they had run into a barrier of ballistics gel, and begin to float around Egil like a swarm of lazy metal bumblebees. 
 
    Decker tapped into his symbiote powers as if his life depended on it. He used them with a kind of abandon, and a lack of thought for what might happen should he burn out.  
 
    It didn’t matter if he died trying, because if they failed, they were all dead anyway. 
 
    Decker used the effulgencia to dart forward. He only moved at about half the rate he had done before, but he was still within striking distance of Egil in a blink. He moved to seize the human-symbiote amalgamation around the throat, to choke the life out of him or stick a laz-blade in his skull. 
 
    Egil repelled him just as Decker’s fingertips brushed the throat of what had once been Dorian Wellington. Decker went flying backward, ten feet in the air and twenty feet away. He braced himself for an impact that would, knowing his luck, send his broken rib piercing into one of his vital organs. 
 
    It never came. 
 
    Hera’s genesense ripped a thin sheet of ice up from the freezing floor of the hangar in a curling, cracking wave. Decker hit it at the top of his flight. The ice gave and absorbed his momentum, and then Decker found himself sliding back down the wave’s face. The ice shattered and collapsed behind him, but he fetched up unscathed on the floor. 
 
    It’d been a good move for Rosa and Craglin to stay, relatively speaking, out of harm’s way on the flanks. As doughty a couple of space adventurers as they were, they were not in the same league when it came to capabilities as Egil and the other symbiotes.  
 
    Hell, Decker only just felt like he was playing the same sport as the other five. Having them rain run-of-the-mill lead down on Egil from the flanks, while not lethal, did serve to distract him to some degree. 
 
    And every edge they could find against the symbiote parasite would count. 
 
    The flames from the ruptured and ruined reactor cast the whole battle in a hellish light. Egil and his four fellow symbiotes clashed like hammer and tongs. Ice and stone rained down from the roof of the massive cavern. Energies that were not totally of Decker’s world swirled around them all, making heat hazes in the air. 
 
    Lux zipped around Egil, darting in and out, while he countered with matching speed. Her hands appeared to be made of molten silver, but Decker guessed that somewhere within all that blurring movement, her knives wove. 
 
    Egil fought with a fluidity that would have looked natural had the human skeleton possessed double the amount of joints that it had. As Decker watched, Egil let one of Lux’s knives penetrate Wellington’s hand, pulled her in, and then blasted her backward with a burst of cogency that lifted up a perfect concentric circle of ice around him. 
 
    Off to one side, Saavi had her arms out and a look of such intense concentration on her face that she didn’t even react when Egil sent a hand-sized fragment of white-hot metal from the downed torchship whizzing toward her face. It was clear that she was trying to needle her way into the fortress of the renegade symbiote’s mind. 
 
    Decker swatted the fragment out of its path with metallurgency. It nicked Saavi’s face as it whizzed past. A bead of crimson blood rolled down her cheek like a ruby tear. 
 
    Hera and Apricis attacked as one, and Decker joined in. Hera sent boulders, pieces of torchship debris, and broken GWC bodies into the air, and Apricis used her potent cogency to fling them with vicious abandon at Egil. 
 
    Egil destroyed, deflected, or immobilized the missiles flung at him. That infuriating smile was creeping across his face once more, as he dealt with each blow that Decker and his crew tried to deal to him. Rock shattered around him, occasionally lacerating the body that he had come to wear like a suit of clothing, but he paid such minor injuries no heed. 
 
    In a flash of understanding, Decker suddenly realized something. It was precisely this lack of empathy for mortals that he might be able to use to ensure the downfall of Egil.  
 
    The symbiote had no real conception as to the real fragility of a human body. He knew that if he was shot or blown up or horrifically maimed, the body he was inhabiting would die, sure, but he might be more susceptible to the death of a thousand cuts treatment. 
 
    We might be able to whittle him away, Decker hoped. Wear him away, down to nothing. By the time he realizes just how injured he is, it might be too late. 
 
    Decker charged in as Egil returned a flopping corpse that Apricis had sent at him. Egil must have shot it with a little bit of genesense because the body exploded in boiling gore just before it made contact with her, blinding Apricis. Egil rushed forward, giggling gleefully, death shining in his glassy eyes. 
 
    Decker boosted at him from the side at Lux-like speed, and crash-tackled him around the waist. Both he and the black-clad symbiote tumbled to the floor.  
 
    Decker smashed his fist once into Egil’s jaw, knocking out two of his teeth. His hand went to the magnetized sheath where his laz-blade sat, and he snatched it up. 
 
    A shadow loomed over Decker. He threw himself to the side as one of the parked augs swung a killing fist at him, controlled by Egil’s metallurgency. 
 
    Decker rolled to his feet, the aug looming over him. Egil cackled happily as he set the aug on Decker, forcing him backward. The aug’s fist rose once more and flashed down. Decker countered the blow by repelling with his metallurgency. The fist stopped, quivering, a couple of feet above Decker’s head. 
 
    “Oh, this is fun, this is fun!” Egil said, hopping from one foot to another. 
 
    Out of the corner of his eye, Decker spied Hera charging in. The covering fire that Rosa and Craglin had been laying down ceased as Hera sprang across their field of fire. She brandished a sword made of ice. 
 
    Egil turned at the sight of her. As his concentration went from Decker, Decker was able to use his effulgencia to short-circuit the aug’s emergency override protocols and pop all its limbs off the basic torso. It was a failsafe to make sure that, if one of them ever went haywire, they could be brought down with immediate effect. 
 
    Hera rushed toward Egil, who opened his arms to her and her sword as if he wanted to embrace them both. 
 
    “Foolish!” he cried over the crackle and bang of the torchship fire. 
 
    Hera threw the sword at Egil, but when it was three quarters of the way toward him, it suddenly altered course drastically. 
 
    Decker blinked. Lux had caught the spinning ice sword in the air, darted round the back of Egil, and— 
 
    Egil snarled and dropped to one knee as the frigid blade ran across the back of his leg, severing a tendon. 
 
    Lux raised the sword for a killing blow, but before she could perform the coup de grâce, Egil lashed out with his hands and screamed. 
 
    Lux, Decker, Apricis, and Saavi were thrown from their feet and sent tumbling away like leaves before a storm. 
 
    Bullets cracked and whined around the injured Egil, as Rosa and Craglin poured down on him. While Egil didn’t react to pain, Wellington’s body could not stand on what was, to all intents and purposes, a severed knee. 
 
    “Enough!” Egil bellowed in frustrated wrath, and he made a jerking motion in the air. 
 
    “Motherfucker!” Rosa cursed. 
 
    “Are you… Are you okay?” Decker gasped from where he lay on the cold floor. 
 
    “The bloody cheating little shit broke my gun into pieces!” Craglin said, sounding outraged. “How the bloody hell am I meant to kill him now, eh?” 
 
    “Just stay put for now,” Decker said. “I think I’ve thought of a way to—argh!” 
 
    He was slammed onto his back with such force that he might have believed an aug had stepped on him had he been blindfolded. The breath wheezed out of him. His face was crushed sideways into the ground, making his mask squeak and creak alarmingly. A warning flashed across his HUD, but Decker couldn’t read what it said. 
 
    Not far away from him, Lux looked to be suffering in the same way. The blue-haired symbiote was twisting her torso from side to side, for all the world like something was pinning her legs and arms to the ground. Beyond her, Saavi was struggling in the same manner. Decker couldn’t see her, due to not being able to move his head, but he assumed Apricis was in a similar predicament. 
 
    “Enough!” Egil screamed again. 
 
    He sounded very much like a petulant child who was pissed that no one wanted to play the game his way anymore. He stood up and almost fell when his sliced leg crumpled under him. 
 
    “Why?” he roared at the four women and Decker. “Why do you want to save the lives of such miserable, weak, limited creatures such as this?” He gestured to himself. “I do not understand it.” 
 
    “The world here… will… end,” Saavi managed to say through her straining lips. 
 
    Egil flapped a hand. “This one, yes, and who will mourn it? Ha, well, that’s the wonderful thing, isn’t it? There will be no one to mourn it. There will be no one and nothing left to hinder the expansion of our race through the beautiful boundless abundance of the Cloud Sea!” 
 
    “The Cloud Sea will cease to exist, you ridiculous fucking lunatic!” Decker managed to yell, though the force of this little speech almost popped another rib. 
 
    Egil flapped his hand dismissively. “So some of our elders postulated. But my calculations and theories run differently. I believe that instead of the entirety of the power and life vanishing from the opposing realms, I theorize that when all life is extinguished in this universe, the power will be directed into the surviving half—the Cloud Sea.” 
 
    He giggled at the four prone symbiotes as if they were crazy for not taking his word for it. 
 
    “Aren’t you not slightly intrigued as to whether our race might not transcend the power it had even in its heyday?” he asked. 
 
    “Not if there is… a chance… that… we might destroy the universe… if your theory is wrong!” Apricis said. 
 
    “Risk…” Egil said. “Surely, it is a finer thing to put the universe on the line, risk everything, and, perhaps, walk away with nothing than play it safe? Power is a lot of things, but ‘safe’ isn’t one of them. We must be pioneers!” 
 
    And he laughed. 
 
    What a fucking nut, Decker thought. 
 
    Egil hobbled around to face Decker, as if he had read his thoughts. For all Decker knew, the son of a bitch might have. 
 
    “Ah, I see, you are loath to break the pact you made with this man, the one human who showed some promise, hm?” Egil said. “Well, let me remove that concern from the table.” 
 
    He studied Decker, cocking his head grotesquely to the side. 
 
    “You were an amusement, Captain Decker,” he said, “but I am easily distracted and thus easily bored.” 
 
    He raised his hand. 
 
    The Farrago dropped through the open hangar bay door like a ninety-ton ghost. Like a nightmare. Like redemption. 
 
    Decker saw, as if it was all happening in slow-motion, the heavy railgun swiveled toward the injured figure of Egil, who was still fixated on Decker. 
 
    Egil half turned. His face was contorted in such rage-filled surprise that he lost his grip on the muscles and the skin he had been manipulating, and the face of Dorian Wellington floated to the surface of the shared visage. 
 
    “Lorelei,” Decker breathed. 
 
    The railgun spat its round. 
 
    The world slowed further. Decker’s senses sharpened almost painfully, drugs and stress and the symbiote bond stretching his awareness to the limit. 
 
    Egil’s glass-colored eyes flicked over to Yasine, lying unconscious twenty feet away. They sparkled malevolently. In the next instant, Dorian Wellington’s face came back to the fore, though it was, for the most fleeting of moments, devoid of any sign of life. 
 
    Egil had fled. Wellington was gone. All that was left was his empty husk. 
 
    And then the railgun round struck and there wasn’t even that. There was a puff of vapor where once there had been flesh. 
 
    And a boot. One boot with a snapped off foot inside of it standing all alone on the floor. 
 
    As Lorelei set the Farrago down on a docking pad, Decker and the rest of the suddenly freed group got to their feet and rushed to Yasine’s side. Decker knelt down, reached out instinctively, and tried to locate Yasine’s mind using his mentalist touch—but it just wasn’t there. Her body felt… empty. 
 
    “Saavi?” Decker asked, looking up at the mentalism symbiote. 
 
    Saavi’s face told the story. 
 
    “Decker, Egil has taken her mind into the Cloud Sea,” she said simply. 
 
    Decker looked down at Yasine’s pale, still face behind her mask. 
 
    “Nah,” he growled. “Fuck that. We need to rescue Zizara. We can’t just abandon her.” 
 
    “Decker,” came Lorelei’s voice over the comms, “the only way to save her would be to go into the Cloud Sea ourselves. Allow me to remind you of the risks of doing so.” 
 
    “I know, I know, I could get myself trapped there, or my mind could get ripped apart, or I could succumb to madness—all shitty options,” Decker said angrily. 
 
    “Mortals weren’t meant to traverse the Cloud Sea,” Apricis said. 
 
    “But,” Decker reasoned, “I’m not just a mortal anymore, am I? I’m bonded with five symbiotes.” 
 
    He took in their anxious faces. Lux licked her lips and glanced away. 
 
    Saavi cleared her throat and said thoughtfully, “This is, indeed, so.” 
 
    Decker nodded. “So, it’s worth a shot.” 
 
    Saavi bowed her head solemnly. “Perhaps, if we work together, we can rescue Zizara Yasine.” 
 
    “It’ll still be dangerous, though—for all of us—but we don’t have a choice,” Apricis said. “If your heart is set on this. 
 
    “Zizara Yasine is one of the chief reasons, for good or bad, I am where I am today,” Decker said simply. “And I can’t let Egil kill her.” 
 
    Hurriedly, and at Saavi’s instruction, Decker and the symbiotes sat down and joined hands in a rough circle around Yasine. Together, guided wholly by the bond that they shared, they cast their minds into the Cloud Sea, while Craglin and Rosa stood guard over them. 
 
    Decker pushed himself, forcing his consciousness through the pathways that connected the universe he loved and hated in equal measure at times to the Cloud Sea. He slipped into that waking dream.  
 
    His mind flashed with visions, while the others around him became only a slight pressure on the edge of his mind, guiding him toward the correct segment of the Cloud Sea. Nightmares, memories, dreams, hopes, and deep grief assailed him, but he pushed them aside like cobwebs from his path. All the thoughts and feelings of mortals the universe over rushed through him, trying to drown him with their seductive song. 
 
    It would be so easy to walk these paths forever, he thought. So easy. And so peaceful. 
 
    The idea coiled through his soul like blood through water, like smoke on the breeze. Then he shoved it rudely away.  
 
    He hadn’t dived down here to lose himself. He had dived here to find someone and bring them back. At that thought, he felt the five symbiotes he was linked to, connecting his spirit to the realm he had left behind like an anchor made of five distinct chain links. 
 
    Decker focused, searching for Yasine’s mind amongst the countless trillions of separate consciousnesses that made up the intricate, wonderful mess of the Cloud Sea. He reached out, trying and failing a couple times, but eventually—or after days of searching, he couldn’t tell—he found her.  
 
    He was surprised to have managed it, but didn’t allow the amazement to distract him. He needed to reel her mind home and reunite it with her body. He felt as if he was physically pulling her from quicksand—from the pull of Egil’s tentacular, oily clutches. Once it was free of the mire of the other being’s mind, Decker cupped it like a candle flame with his own consciousness and began to retreat.  
 
    Egil rose. 
 
    He was weak, but furious at being foiled, at being relegated back to the Cloud Sea. Decker was weak too, though. Just how weak he did not realize, until Egil’s spirit laid into him. 
 
    Egil would have been able to snuff Decker and Yasine out together, there and then, scatter them like dust in the breeze, had it not been for his link with the five symbiotes. 
 
    The fray was brief and fierce. A flash of bright lights and ideas in the cosmic sea. Will against will, mind against mind. Enhanced human versus symbiote. 
 
    To Decker it was like fighting a multi-headed beast that he could only feel, but not see. A hydra made of nightmares and twisted hopes. Such a fight was far beyond Decker’s experience or imagination, but he fought doggedly because that is what he had always done for those he considered friends, and that is what he would always do. 
 
    A vicious, snapping beast’s head made of fear and hate snaked in, hissing furiously, and Decker’s consciousness rolled over the set of ethereal jaws like a man rolling across the hood of a rover intent on squashing him. Egil’s next mental attack came in, and Decker moved on, twisting, evading, countering with a leap sideways that carried him miles and yet nowhere at all, cartwheeling through the colorful air. 
 
    Decker lashed out with the symbiote skills, pushing out with his cogency. He spun and twirled through the strange misty ether that was at once made up of all the things he knew and was also as insubstantial as fog. He glided to the left and hacked through the skin and muscle of Egil’s angry, demoralized hatred and relieved his enemy of his head. 
 
    That was how it felt, at least. That was how Decker told the story to himself, even as it was happening. He was in a strange place and so he tried to work through things as best he could. 
 
    Abruptly, he found himself confronting the specter of Egil: a pair of glassy eyes given shape by the superlunary mists that hung all about. 
 
    Weakened and momentarily defeated, Egil spat a warning at Decker. 
 
    “No matter what, I’ll keep coming, Captain Decker,” he said, his words hitting Decker like flecks of acid they were thought or spoken with such unadulterated acerbity. “One day, one day soon, I’ll be through one portal or another. I will always be there; the threat of destruction hanging over your universe.” 
 
    “Not if I kill you first,” Decker said, though he felt far from confident about doing that. 
 
    “You don’t have the power to kill me!” Egil spat. “Not even my treacherous sisters who think so highly of you could do that. This portal remains, and with it, my dream. Until we meet again, Captain Decker.” 
 
    And Egil’s spirit, furious but very much still sentient, vanished. 
 
    Distractedly, and fighting bone-deep exhaustion, Decker managed to pass Yasine’s mind back down the line of symbiotes and, he hoped, into her body, flushing her from the Cloud Sea. 
 
    He prepared himself to take his leave too, but something was niggling at him and stopped him.   
 
    This portal remains, and with it, my dream…  
 
    Decker, in spite of his mind being a wrung out sponge, had an idea. It might be that he couldn’t kill Egil yet, but he could seal the fucker in the Cloud Sea. 
 
    Lorelei had mentioned that, while sealing a portal from the universe’s side was impossible, because of the nature of the Cloud Sea a portal could be sealed from inside the Cloud Sea. 
 
    It might be worth a shot, Decker thought wryly, seeing as I’m on a bit of a roll and everything. 
 
    He chose to misremember the other bit Lorelei had warned him about during that particular talk: that if he closed the portal from the inside and didn’t get out of the Cloud Sea in time, he’d be trapped there with Egil for a long, long time. 
 
    Decker found the portal with miraculous ease. As soon as his floating consciousness had decided on the course of action he wanted to take, it was as if his strengthened link with the symbiotes had propelled him to where he needed to be. Or maybe, in the Cloud Sea, you could just appear wherever you needed to be, without having to actively move to get there. 
 
    Maybe the Cloud Sea, Decker postulated, moves around those who swim in it?  
 
    Sealing the portal was something that Decker could only feel intuitively. He had always been a simple man, and so his preferred method for undertaking any task he did not fully understand was to put his entire heart and soul into trying to bend something to his will. 
 
    Decker attempted to seal the portal, throwing himself into it even as his energy ebbed to a dangerous low. Distantly, he was aware of the drugs in his physical body trickling away. He almost collapsed, crumbling, running out of juice. 
 
    The edges of the rent in the fabric of the world floated before his mind’s eye. He gripped the borders, which was no mean feat, considering he had no visible hands, trying to close the portal. He strained. He felt like he had spent too much of his time of late exerting his body or mind to their limits. 
 
    As far as he could reckon it, he felt like he was making progress—but it was tough. Egil’s voice, desperate, echoed in Decker’s head. He did not know if it was the faint yells of the being’s weakened spirit, or simply Lorelei’s words rebounding and twisting in his head.  
 
    He did not know what was real anymore. Apart from that he was tired. That was real. That was all too real. 
 
    Egil’s high-pitched maniacal voice whispered and called to him nonetheless, calling him a madman, reiterating the risks of what he was trying to do. 
 
    Decker ignored the threats and the warnings. They became entreaties and promises. The honeyed words coiled around Decker’s soul, begging him to stay in the Cloud Sea, to revel in its freedoms, to aid Egil in his great work. 
 
    Decker continued trying to seal the portal. He continued right up until there was only the  merest crack still remaining, which looked to be sealing itself now that he had done all the heavy lifting.  
 
    Purple light bled through it, calling him home. 
 
    Decker stepped toward the crack. He could sense his friends beyond it, could sense his own exhausted, fucked up body. 
 
    Then, Egil’s voice—or it might have been the symbiote’s will made into words—rose like a final desperate, wild gale around him. With the last of his strength, Egil reached out and tried to stop Decker, sending various lassos of pretty words and promises at him, trying the carrot not the stick. 
 
    Decker dodged them as he might avoid thrown missiles, twisting and turning away from the seductive words like they were clutching creepers. He slipped and slid, his mind pulling apart and re-coalescing, scambering to evade the parasitic symbiote.  
 
    He had been holding the portal’s edge while he had been sealing it, so why was it seemingly so far away? 
 
    Would he make it? It was hard to care one way or the other. 
 
    Fuck, he thought, I need to sleep. I need to rest. But not here. Not yet. 
 
    With a final dolorous and eleventh hour push, Decker threw his consciousness forward and dived for the rapidly thinning tendril of purple light. 
 
    Decker’s eyes opened with a start as he felt himself plummet back into his body. He sucked in a breath. His lungs ached. They felt like they were raw, bruised. Almost like he had been holding his breath to a point that they had calcified or burst. He coughed. Sucked in another breath. He hadn’t even realized that his vision had been blurred until it cleared.  
 
    Tears? Or just exhaustion. 
 
    Maybe a little bit of both, his brain suggested sluggishly. 
 
    He was back in his body. He couldn’t be dead. He hurt too much. The cocktail of amphetamines and painkillers trickled out of his blood, introducing new agonies with every breath. His broken rib was throbbing, fire lancing through his chest with each inhalation. Other parts hurt too, though they had coalesced into a sort of general dull ache. It was the variety of pain that he knew quite well, the kind that would make getting out of his bunk for the next few days an almost impossible feat. 
 
    Someone was snapping their fingers in front of the faceplate of his mask. He let them. He’d deal with that in a moment. There was a murmuring of voices. They came and went.  
 
    Decker closed his eyes for a moment. He’d just rest for a few sec— 
 
    “Nah, you want to help bring him back round with, like, a bit of soothing music or something,” the jarring voice of Craglin said from somewhere over Decker’s head. 
 
    “A bit of soothing music?” 
 
    That was Rosa. 
 
    “Did you bring your fucking lute, short-ass? Or maybe you want to sing to him?” 
 
    “I only know one song—a rhyme, really,” Craglin said. 
 
    “Go on,” Rosa said, in the tone of someone who knew she was doing a silly thing. 
 
    Craglin cleared his throat. 
 
    “While I nodded, nearly napping, suddenly there came a tapping, as if someone gently fapping, fapping at my airlock door. While—” 
 
    Decker groaned and opened his eyes. 
 
    “All right, I’m up,” he said. 
 
    “See! What did I tell you?” Craglin said. “Melody and rhyme, the ultimate healer.” 
 
    Decker squinted a little, the better to focus his eyes. His friends were gathered over him and looking down. 
 
    I’m on the floor then. Good. You can’t fall off that. 
 
    He’d had enough of falling off stuff for one day. Or being thrown or kicked or blasted by telekinetic powers beyond the understanding of mortal men. Or being shot at. He could go at least six months without being shot at again.  
 
    Rosa, Saavi, Apricis, Hera, Lux, and, of course, Craglin all looked so relieved that Decker realized none of them had thought they were going to see him again. Alive, at least. When they saw him looking around at their faces, they smiled. 
 
    “Hey, cap,” Rosa said. 
 
    “Hey,” Decker said. 
 
    “You look like shit.” 
 
    “Thanks, Hawkes,” Decker grunted. “I feel like shit, so that correlates. Help me up, will you?” 
 
    He held out his hand, and Rosa hauled him into a sitting position. She slapped him on the shoulder and then moved off. 
 
    “Hey, where do you think you’re going?” Decker asked. 
 
    “I’m checking on Yasine,” Rosa said. “She woke up a minute or so before you did. The power of the female, huh.” 
 
    Decker nodded, then let his head hang between his legs. 
 
    He must have sat like that for a while. He might have even dozed off. Next thing he knew, someone had placed a hand on their shoulder and was shaking him back to himself. 
 
    Decker raised his head once more. Zizara Yasine was above him. There was blood matting her messy white hair, and she was holding her arm gingerly. Decker saw that her bio-suit had sealed automatically under her gunshot wound, as it was designed to do. 
 
    The black-eyed woman caught him staring at her. She pouted a little and gave her injured arm a flex. 
 
    “Just a flesh wound,” she said. “Your medic will no doubt be able to patch me up with a little synth-skin when we get out of the cold. Besides, my augmentation allows me to heal far faster than I might ordinarily.” 
 
    “Yeah, speaking of that…” Decker said. 
 
    “If we speak of it,” Yasine said, “we will speak of it later. Tell me, how do you feel—apart from like shit, of course.” 
 
    Decker coughed and winced as he felt an efflorescence of pain spread from his busted rib. 
 
    “Honestly,” he said, “I feel like I could use a drink.” 
 
    Yasine smiled. For the first time, and only fleetingly, Decker thought he might have caught a glimpse of the woman who lived under the icy cool facade of the underworld bounty fixer that practically ran Dracone. 
 
    She held out her hand to Decker. 
 
    “Come with me,” she said. “I have just the club for you.” 

  

 
   
    Chapter 32 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The weather, for once, was mercifully benign. Or as benign as it got on Dracone, being a comfy minus two hundred and two degrees Fahrenheit. Even the ever constant wind had slackened a touch. It was still what many of Dracone’s residents would have called blowing  a lazy one—where it cut through a man without bothering to go around him—but the bio-suits of anyone who happened to be outside combated that. 
 
    And there were many of those. Many people were outside, working on rebuilding the once thriving black market outlaw spaceport.  
 
    Decker stood in the mostly destroyed and devastated interior of the Cateran Supper Club with the entire Farrago crew, minus Lorelei, and Zizara Yasine. The place was empty for now, though Yasine had already scheduled for the next available construction crew to start rebuilding her house of sin and business as soon as the primary work on reopening the docks themselves was done. 
 
    Dracone existed and survived, first and foremost, as a place where killers and bounty hunters came to hunt down leads and be assigned contracts. It was a place where goods of questionable legality, origin, and ownership came to be fenced and find homes amongst anyone who wanted to pay cold hard credits for them.  
 
    It was a planet on which people could change their names and their identities, and fettle and tweak and enhance their physical natures with backstreet cybernetic implants, if that’s what they wanted. It was a sensuously wicked and corrupt planet, strange and haunting, where many travelers came looking for what they wanted but often found what they deserved. 
 
    But, to be any of these things, Dracone needed a working spaceport where space-cruisers could land, pick up and drop off cargo and passengers, and have their maintenance and resupply needs taken care of. 
 
    Zizara Yasine knew that. She had built her power and position on the back of it. She was the most powerful underworld figure on a planet that was comprised of about seventy-five percent underworld figures, but she had never let her ego get in the way of business. In fact, Decker wasn’t sure she even had an ego. 
 
    Maybe she had that part of her brain extracted whenever she had her physical and bio-chemical augmentations put in. 
 
    When Decker had mentioned how he couldn’t imagine many of Dracone’s other leading crime family leaders or specialist gray area entrepreneurs—as Yasine described herself—putting the good of the port ahead of themselves, Yasine had just smiled. 
 
    “It’s a win-win, James,” she had told him. “The spaceport gets up and running as quickly as possible, legitimate businesses start turning a profit and the workers get back to working, and I look like a magnanimous and eleemosynary public figure.” 
 
    “Eleemo-what?” Decker had asked. 
 
    “Charitable, James, charitable,” Yasine had said. “I look like I’m sacrificing profit and comfort, when in fact I have no profit or comfort if the spaceport can’t welcome ships.” 
 
    Craglin and Rosa were sitting on one of the few luxuriously appointed sofas that still had all its legs and was relatively free of bullet holes and blood. Craglin drank spirits from the bottle and had his feet propped up on the corpse of a GWC trooper like the dead man was a foot stool, while Rosa sat back with her eyes closed and enjoyed the rather novel sensation of not having anyone trying to kill her. 
 
    The symbiotes—Lux, Saavi, Apricis, and Hera—chatted quietly amongst themselves. Decker marveled at how none of them seemed to have been harmed, barring a few minor lacerations and abrasions, in spite of not wearing shock suits. 
 
    Decker turned his attention back to the enormous plexi-glass screen that acted as a window in the club. The picture was cracked and scarred in places, and one of the screen’s rounded corners was dimmed to black, but Decker could still stare out at the clean-up effort taking place on the landing pads below. 
 
    He thought about going down there to join in the rebuild, to do his part in cleaning up the mess that Egil and his unwitting team of Galactic Watch Committee drones had made—for all of five seconds. Then he had reasoned that he and his team had saved the fucking planet. If that didn’t get them out of the cleaning, then he didn’t know what would. 
 
    He watched, reflecting on the journey that had led him to this view. He mused on how, only a few days previously, the thought of standing in the half-destroyed main room of the Cateran Supper Club, overlooking the reconstruction efforts of Dracone’s port, would have seemed improbable to the point of being completely nuts. 
 
    It would have seemed even stranger if someone had told Decker that the rebuilding and decontaminating of the place would be performed by once bitter enemies; the GWC and Dracone’s criminal underworld. But there they were all pitching in.  
 
    Decker shook his head. Most of them, most of the GWC officers, could remember what had happened, and what they did while Egil was controlling them. It seemed that, under the badges, the men and women of the GWC knew when it was time to forget the line of the law and repay the debt they owed. 
 
    Decker sighed out through his nose and stretched his aching shoulders. He enjoyed the sight of the weak morning sunlight struggling to break through the stubborn snow-filled clouds of Dracone’s lower troposphere. He could not feel its heat through the plexi-glass screen, even if Agali gave off any, but he could imagine it. 
 
    And at least it’s back to being the right fucking color, Decker thought. 
 
    As much as Decker wanted to stay and watch the rebuilding of Dracone, the crew of the Farrago had more important things to do. Each of them knew it, even if none had  spoken it aloud. 
 
    “Lorelei, is the ship ready?” Decker asked the blonde symbiote telepathically. 
 
    “Of course,” came the instant reply. 
 
    “Do we have enough air and water?” Decker asked her. He was tired and was asking the kind of routine questions he had always asked when captaining the Fortune.  
 
    In that moment, he wondered where his old ship was. He had not seen it anywhere during the fighting. He hoped that it and the surviving members of his old crew had managed to keep their noses out of the troubles. 
 
    Lorelei’s lovely laughter rippled through his mind, soothing as a running brook on a hot summer’s day. 
 
    “With the data components we have picked up from the symbiotes, most notably from Hera, the Farrago is able to manufacture its own air and potable water, Decker,” she told him. 
 
    “Good,” Decker said, “because we’ll be leaving almost immediately.”    
 
    He turned. To his surprise, he found the rest of his assembled crew watching him intently. 
 
    Decker had never been one for speeches, though he’d found himself making more of them than he liked since becoming captain of the Farrago. 
 
    “Saddle up,” he said. “We’ll be leaving as soon as we can peel Craglin off the end of that bottle.” 
 
    “Don’t you worry about that, mate,” Craglin said. “I’ll be taking this with me. I’ve got a notion that I might be able to set up, if dear sweet Rosa will let me into her med bay to grab a few bits and pieces, quite a nifty little—” 
 
    “I’ll let you two figure that out,” Decker said, “but if you’re talking about somehow setting up some kind of cloning device to produce replicated top shelf whisky, then I might have to exercise my captain’s prerogative.” 
 
    “I’d like to see you try, cap,” Rosa said, grinning. She turned away, slapped Craglin around the back of his bald dome, and propelled him toward the recently atomized front doors of the Cateran Supper Club. Behind, the symbiotes followed. 
 
    “Are you coming, Decker?” Lux called over her shoulder. 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll head down right behind you,” Decker said. “I just want to have a few quiet moments on my own in what passes for civilization in this quadrant of the system.” 
 
    “You have a crew that would do anything for you,” Yasine’s voice said, from where she sat at the mostly destroyed central bar. There were so many bullets embedded in what remained of the faux wood and polycarbonate countertop that it was made more of lead than anything else, Decker reckoned. 
 
    “Yeah, they’re a good bunch,” he grunted with his usual level of sentiment. 
 
    “I can’t decide whether Rosa Hawkes is actually quietly fond of the Renkiddion or—” 
 
    “—or whether she’s just biding her time until she can somehow throw him into the reactor exhaust plume and make it look like an accident?” Decker finished. 
 
    “Precisely,” Yasine said. 
 
    “Only time will tell.” 
 
    Yasine got up from her stool and approached Decker. There was only the very slightest suggestion of any stiffness about the way she walked, nothing so obvious as a limp. 
 
    “How’s the leg?” Decker asked. 
 
    Yasine shrugged a shoulder. “Just another scar.” 
 
    “And the arm?” 
 
    Yasine fingered the hole in her white coat. “The same.” 
 
    How the woman appeared as glamorous as she did after going through hell was more than Decker could fathom. 
 
    “How do you do that?” he asked. 
 
    “Do what, James?” 
 
    “How do you not look like hammered shit after what we just went through?” 
 
    “James Decker, was that a compliment?” Yasine asked. 
 
    “It was a question.” 
 
    Yasine gave him a small smile. “It’s a knack, darling. A knack that males don’t possess, I fear.” 
 
    They stood in surprisingly companionable silence for a while, both staring out of the screen-cum-window at the dock workers in their man-amp suits hauling dead bodies and debris. Aug operators were using their machines to start breaking up ships that were clearly only good for scrapping or recycling. 
 
    “Thank you doesn’t come easy to someone like me, James,” Yasine said. 
 
    “I don’t imagine it does,” Decker said. 
 
    The silence filled the space between them once more. 
 
    “Oh, that was it, was it?” Decker said. “That was you thanking me in your own way?” 
 
    “Well, what more would you like?” 
 
    “No, no, that was very good,” Decker said, trying to smile. 
 
    “If your actions do not live up to your words, James, you have nothing to say.” 
 
    “Right.” He wondered what she meant by that. 
 
    Yasine nodded at the weak and watery sun. Although no longer purple, it still did look just a fraction distorted from where the portal had been. Now, down its very center, it looked like there was a white tear, almost indistinguishable from the brightness of the star itself, that’d been clumsily stitched together. 
 
    “I don’t think that will hold for long, the fix that you managed to make,” Yasine said. 
 
    Decker shook his head and rubbed a hand over his shaved scalp. 
 
    “No,” he said. “I don’t think we have much time to find the other symbiotes and a way to defeat this Egil fuck for good.” 
 
    “Which is why you’re leaving now?” Yasine asked. 
 
    Decker nodded. “I’m confident that we can do it, but it’s the job that’s not started that takes the longest to finish. The sooner we get it done, the sooner I can collect the bounty promised us by Lorelei, and the sooner I can pay you off and retire.” 
 
    Zizara Yasine actually laughed at that. 
 
    “I was going to say that I believe in you, James. I believe that you will do what you say you’re going to do. I believe that you will defeat this excrescence from the realm or dimension beyond this one. In all the years I’ve known you, you have always gotten the job done, after all, but…” 
 
    “But what?” Decker asked. 
 
    “But I can’t believe that you’ll ever retire. Men like you do not die in bed. They die out there,” She pointed up at the cloudy sky, “under the stars.” 
 
    Decker took in the white haired, white-clad woman with the all-black eyes. She stood on a level with him, and there was something shining in her eyes that he had never seen before. 
 
    “Depends on who’s sharing your bed though, doesn’t it, Madame Yasine?” he said. 
 
    Yasine’s black eyes narrowed knowingly, but she said nothing. 
 
    After they had said all that needed to be said, they headed back through the Cateran Supper Club to where Decker’s coilgun was waiting for him. 
 
    “Well, I’d best be off,” he said to Yasine, hefting the weapon. “The crew’s waiting.” 
 
    Yasine nodded. 
 
    Decker turned away and walked toward the door. 
 
    He had only gone ten paces or so when he realized that he was being shadowed. He turned around and saw that Zizara Yasine was striding along in his wake. 
 
    “What’re you doing?” Decker asked, his blood-encrusted brow furrowing. “If you’re coming to smash a bottle of grog on the hull to wish us well, I think you’ll find most of your stuff has either been destroyed or found its way into Craglin’s person.” 
 
    Yasine gave him another of her thin smiles—a smile that was at once beautiful and dangerous. 
 
    “I would have thought what I’m doing was apparent even to you, James,” she said. 
 
    Decker raised his eyebrows. “I must’ve taken a blow to the head at some point.” 
 
    “Just one?” 
 
    “Good point. The fact remains, you’ve lost me.” 
 
    “I’m coming with you, James Decker,” Yasine said. “I’m coming to keep a closer eye on my investment.” 
 
    Decker opened his mouth to argue. 
 
    He closed it again. 
 
    There were some women that you argued with and it was like beating your head into a brick wall. 
 
    Then there was Yasine Zizara, who was to brick walls what a nuclear planet-killing torpedo was to a riot-gun. 
 
    “Well, hurry up, Madame Yasine,” he said, turning, and setting off toward where the Farrago awaited them. “I’ll have you know that, while I run an only slightly disorganized ship, I expect those under me to hop to orders. And you will be under me once we’re aboard.” 
 
    Was it his imagination, or did he hear a smile in Yasine’s voice when she answered. 
 
    “Yes, Captain Decker… under you. Just as you say.” 
 
      
 
    End of Book 2 
 
    Want more of The Last Symbiotes? Leave a review here and let me know you want more! 
 
      
 
    Sign up to my newsletter  
 
    Join my Facebook group 
 
    Hang out with me on Discord 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Support Dante on Patreon!  
 
    Read books before they’re on Amazon, see exclusive NSFW artwork, and check out sneak peeks into my writing process on Dante King’s Patreon. 
 
      
 
    Become a Patron today at: https://geni.us/DanteKingPatreon     
 
        
 
      
 
    Want More Stories?  
 
    Join my email newsletter to receive free ebooks of the epic fantasy novels, Dragon Atlas and Rune Mage. 
 
     [image: DA1]   
 
    Like audiobooks? Sign up to my newsletter for a free audiobook of Immortal Swordslinger #1. 
 
     [image: IS1]   
 
      
 
   



 
   
    About the Author  
 
    Dante King is an author of Men’s Adventure fiction in various flavors. His books involve strong male protagonists who know what they want and do what’s required to get it. 
 
      
 
    You can connect with him at DanteKingAuthor.com 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
  
 cover1.jpeg
DANTE KING






images/00002.jpeg





images/00001.jpeg





