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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Cheers Captain, you’re a bloody legend and a half, mate,” Craglin said as Decker slid the mug of synthetic, but highly palatable, coffee across the workstation toward the little ginger-haired man. 
 
    Decker’s scarred hand and the spiraled mug he carried, which retained liquid even in microgravity, slid through the complex holographic star chart that divided man and Renkiddion. Decker hadn’t much idea what Craglin was pouring over, but it was often best not to ask what Craglin was up to. It was only bound to piss him off, and Decker was determined to hold onto his jolly mood as long as possible. 
 
    Decker settled himself in the only other bracer seat available in the cramped space of the Farrago’s astrogation deck. He raised his own cup of coffee in a mock salute. 
 
    “Well, you might be about as ugly as five miles of bad road, Craglin,” he said, “but at least you’re also an appalling judge of character too.” 
 
    Craglin chuckled and took a sip of his coffee. His bushy orange eyebrows lowered, and he looked through the holographic display at Decker. “Decker mate, you know how I take my coffee.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know that you pour yourself a mug of that moonshine you’re distilling on the engineering deck and then show it the coffee that someone else has poured, but I need you sharp. We’re only a few hours out from setting down on Spodius. Now, tell me what we can expect when we get down there, will you?” 
 
    “We’ve been traveling for twenty-two days, mate,” Craglin protested. “We all know what planet Spodius is like. You, me, Rosa, that Yasine bird, and those five lovely symbiotes, we all know—” 
 
    “Refresh my memory,” Decker interrupted, putting his feet up on the workstation. Under him the gimbal-mounted bracer seat adjusted smoothly to accommodate his change in position. “And don’t get your panties in a twist over it. We’re going to be up to our eyebrows in trouble before we know it, I don’t doubt, so let’s enjoy the last of this lazy little lull. I know it doesn’t take much for ‘civilized’ people to turn on one another, and we’re all gamely laboring under the delusion that if something terrible enough happens, humanity will band together and defeat it—“ 
 
    “Yeah, that’s a good one.” Craglin chuckled. 
 
    “—but let’s try our best to enjoy these last few remaining moments of peace.” 
 
    Craglin let out a grumbling sigh and spooled through the holograph in front of him until a small marble-sized orb of blue and green appeared. 
 
    “Spodius,” he said, pointing a gnarled and oil-stained finger at the planet. “A once uninhabited rock in the incredibly boring quadrant of the Myrmidon System we now find ourselves cruising through, it has, for the past eight decades or so, been the premier vacation destination in this part of the system.” 
 
    “Still blows my mind that humanity’s got to the point where they have the gall to turn whole planets into resorts,” Decker muttered through the steam of his coffee.  
 
    Craglin took in a deep and exaggerated breath. “A single day lasts thirty-four point six hours, and a year lasts three-hundred and ninety-eight days,” he reeled off. “The planet is made up of twelve continents, which account for just under thirty-four percent of the planet’s land mass. Five moons orbit the planet, and Spodius itself orbits an older, redder sun in a slightly elliptic orbit.” 
 
    “And its atmosphere is perfectly breathable due to the aquatic plant life,” Decker said. “I do love it when we don’t have to use portable life support systems.” 
 
    “Me too, cap,” came a voice from the hatchway. “Those things really fuck with a girl’s hair.” 
 
    Rosa Hawkes, foxy medical officer and unofficial co-pilot of the Farrago, popped her head through the open hatch that led down to the main control deck. 
 
    “What’s up, Hawkes?” Decker asked. 
 
    “I’ve whipped all of us up some chow.” 
 
    “A last meal?” Decker said wryly. 
 
    “Before we fire the retrograde thrusters, yeah,” Rosa said, choosing to miss the intended meaning of Decker’s words. 
 
    “All right, we’ll be right there.” 
 
    Decker and Craglin followed Rosa down the short ladder between the astrogation and main control decks. From there they descended to the recently expanded galley, where Lorelei, Saavi, Hera, Apricis, Lux, and their latest recruit, Zizara Yasine, were already sitting around the table. 
 
    “Okay short-ass,” Rosa said, handing a plastic plate piled with vegetable lasagna à la food fabricator to Craglin, “carry on with our last briefing of the place that symbiote number six is hopefully at.” 
 
    “Yeah, right, well, as I was saying,” Craglin said through a mouthful of lasagna. “Spodius was a lonely uninhabited hunk of fuck-all until some developers decided to turn it into the galactic mecca for family holidays.” 
 
    “Sounds like fun,” Decker said. 
 
    “Sounds like pure hell, James,” Yasine added placidly, taking a careful bite of the small pile of food in front of her. 
 
    “Right, sorry,” Decker said. “I knew it was one of those. Seems like the universe has got the two of them mixed up as far as my life’s been going of late.” 
 
    “Anyway, just as Canton was all things jolly and gambling and vice-led,” Craglin said, “so Spodius is known as the place to go if you’re in the mood for long queues, expensive food, and screaming children.” 
 
    “I thought one such as yourself, who does not enjoy the more mundane things, would find such a place to your liking, Craglin?” Saavi said in her calm, deep voice, fixing Craglin with her warm brown eyes. 
 
    “Well, there’s fun and then there’s theme parks, love.” 
 
    “Keep going,” Decker said, taking a sip of water. 
 
    Craglin hitched an oily salesman’s smile into place under his bushy mustaches. “It’s about three times the size of Dracone and its gravity sits at a very pleasant and fun-filled 0.7 Gs. This meant that lots of people found simply walking around the planet a fun old time, I imagine, as they were able to jump thirty percent further than they might on a one G planet.” He gave his belly a hefty slap. “It’s also great news for the fat-asses who find themselves lacking the stamina to spend as much money as the investors might’ve been hoping for with those slightly longer balmy days.” 
 
    “And we’re sure that the atmosphere is still breathable?” Rosa asked. “It’s just that, after what we went through rescuing Hera, I know that things are liable to change quickly and unexpectedly.” 
 
    Hera’s slightly shy almond-shaped eyes swept the table before landing back on Rosa, offering her a small smile. “The plant-like organisms on this planet are almost exclusively shrubs, bushes, and other low plants, with some flowers, fungi, and a handful of small tree species. But nothing over waist high. In terms of development and specialization, the species of fauna on this planet aren’t all that advanced or very impressive, but their shapes and colors make for astonishing natural works of art and many already show great promise of a highly specialized natural balance for the distant future.” 
 
    “That sounds fascinating, darling,” Zizara Yasine said, dabbing at her lips with an anti-bacterial wipe as if it were the finest linen napkin, “but what does that have to do with retrieving the sixth symbiote on what, potentially, might be a hostile world?” 
 
    “From what Hera said, it’s unlikely that we’re going to find any sizable animals there that might want to introduce us to their digestive tracts,” Decker said. 
 
    Hera smiled. “That’s one way to look at it.” 
 
    “Yeah, I can’t imagine that it would have gone down too well with the punters, a holiday destination where you’re in danger of not coming home with the same amount of limbs that you left with, cap,” Rosa said. 
 
    It was a mark of how relaxing all the crew of the Farrago had found the outward journey to  Spodius that they laughed at that. Not so very long before, all of them had been playing leapfrog from one danger to another.  
 
    “I still think that any world we don’t need a breather on is a fine place,” Decker said, wearing the characteristic half-smile, which was about as close as he ever came to laughing out loud. He was remembering Carth-Thirty-six and Pelunov. 
 
    “Unlike the surface of Spodius, the underwater world of this planet has an astonishing level of floral variety,” Hera went on enthusiastically, caught up in the buoyant mood of the others. “Almost everything is covered in a type of sea-grass. This grass varies in length depending on the region, but they’re all part of the same species. But what's more surprising are the ‘flowers’ you’ll find in these fields of sea-grass. These flowers can only be described as primitive soft corals, but they’re neither coral nor plant. Together, this underwater life produces most of the breathable oxygen on the planet.” 
 
    “No killer monsters?” Decker asked, just wanting to clarify. 
 
    “Bacteria and other microorganisms are perhaps, unfortunately, the only things that might be found on Spodius if someone was looking for any type of animal or higher life form,” Hera said. 
 
    “That does sound rather perfect, so far as a rescue mission is concerned,” Apricis said. “The less bitey things, the better.” 
 
    “But, while they don’t provide the naturalist with amazing sights, they do have a potential wealth of information, all of which would greatly benefit humanity,” Hera said. 
 
    “Yeah, but this isn’t going to be a science trip, Hera,” Decker said. “A seek and retrieval is what we’re signed up for. Let’s not forget it.” 
 
    Decker scraped his plastic plate with his plastic fork and sucked on it thoughtfully. “Still. No giant carnivorous fauna sounds good.” 
 
    “It’s that lack of big flora and fauna that made the bloody place such a score for the corporations that decided to develop it, mate,” Craglin said. 
 
    “Coupled with an extremely clement climate and pure breathable atmosphere,” Rosa said, “and Spodius was what a theme park developer might describe as a wet dream.” 
 
    “Long, kind days for punters to enjoy, low grav, and nothing native to kill or eat you,” Decker said. “Yeah, I can see why the developers saw the place as money in the bank. The only thing I want to know is this.” 
 
    “What’s that, Decker?” Apricis asked, tracing one of the swirling tattoos that ran up her neck with unerring accuracy. 
 
    “What’s the catch?” Decker asked. 
 
    “The catch?” Lux asked. The twitchy, constantly moving symbiote of all things light and speed had been fiddling incessantly with her food. Now, she paused. “Why would you think there’s a catch?” 
 
    Decker looked at Rosa and then at Lorelei. 
 
    “Trust me. There’s always a damn catch.” Decker pointed at Lorelei. “I can’t help but notice that you’re the only one here who hasn’t said anything, Lorelei.” 
 
    The elfin blonde symbiote, who was the only member of the crew not eating, gazed calmly at Decker through her bottomless blue eyes. 
 
    “I hate to be the one to rain on everyone’s parade…” she said. 
 
    “But?” Craglin said, his fork darting out to snare a portion of Saavi’s unguarded lasagna. 
 
    “But, I am aware of the public data that we have on file about this planet,” Lorelei said, “but the long-range radar scans and the topographical and meteorological overlays do not correspond with the descriptions and data in even the most updated files of Spodius.” 
 
    The air of jocular camaraderie that had suffused the galley only a few moments before disintegrated like a human being caught in a reactor plume. 
 
    “There would also appear to be a distinct lack of traffic around it,” Apricis said. “I have been monitoring it, even as Lux became more and more sure that Spodius was our destination, at Lorelei’s request. Now, after hearing how this planet should be a vacationing hub for this quadrant of the system, it strikes me as singularly odd that there should be next to no traffic.” 
 
    Decker put down his fork and smiled humorlessly around at the group. 
 
    “See,” he said, “there’s always a catch.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, you were right, cap,” Rosa said as they stepped off the extendable airlock and allowed the platform to rise back into the belly of the stationary Farrago. “There was a catch.” 
 
    It was hot enough that, despite his bio-suit, sweat was already starting to prickle over Decker’s shaved scalp. As he stood there, he felt a trickle of perspiration run into the beard that had grown over the past few days.  
 
    “Yeah, I was expecting a catch,” he said slowly, “but I’m not sure if I was expecting this.” 
 
    “Feels like we’ve stepped into some kind of chem trip,” Craglin said. 
 
    Decker, Rosa, and Craglin stood with Lux and Hera and surveyed the scene in front of them. The rest of the symbiotes were onboard the Farrago monitoring the local radio traffic and ensuring that the radar and lidar scanners stayed free of anything that might be construed as an enemy. 
 
    As Saavi had said before they left, “Those seeking great deeds have enemies like flames must have moths and thunder lightning. Still, we do seem to be accruing them at a considerable rate.” 
 
    Zizara Yasine had also elected to remain behind. When Decker had made a comment about that, she had told him that she had not earned her position of risking her life unnecessarily. 
 
    “I’ve seen you fight,” Decker had replied. “I’ve seen how you can look after your own interests.” 
 
    “That might be so, James,” Yasine had said, “but why would I risk my neck when I have you to look after my interests?” 
 
    Of the six companions, only Lux and Hera were outwardly unruffled by the ninety-degree outside temperatures. 
 
    “This was once the prime vacation getaway in the system?” Craglin asked. 
 
    They were standing at the top of a low rise that nevertheless afforded Decker and his crew an unencumbered view of the mist-shrouded near-distance. Above them, the sky was a forget-me-not blue with a few fluffy white clouds. 
 
    That was all very well and good. That was what Decker had expected. 
 
    The heat was more fierce than he would have thought likely, but hey, some people liked that on vacation. 
 
    Nearer at hand, as far as they could make out in the strange hot haze, hotels, shops, and the entrances to a couple of theme parks sat half-melted into a charred and ash-covered landscape around them. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s not exactly your typical day out at the beach, huh?” Rosa said. 
 
    “This is hardly surprising, when you come to think about it,” Hera pointed out. 
 
    Decker nodded. “True. Look at the state of Pelunov when we came for you.” 
 
    “Symbiotes would appear to be able to warp their environments to protect themselves from capture if they feel like they are under duress,” Hera agreed. 
 
    Decker looked from the warped, melted buildings, the cracked ground with infernal orange light of a planet’s inner core shining up from below, and the huge piles of ash that had probably once been picturesque and verdant hills. 
 
    “This lass, what are we thinking her symbiote specialty might be?” Craglin asked. 
 
    “Pretty straightforward assumption to make, short-ass,” Rosa said. 
 
    “Maybe,” the Renkiddion replied with his usual unquenchable, half-drunk amiability. “But, I’ve had a lot to do with you humans, and I know how fucking much you love your assumptions. If someone tells you something, you make assumptions, and if they don’t tell you something, you make assumptions to fulfill your need to know and to replace the need to communicate. If you silly sods hear or see something that you don’t understand, you’re more than happy to make assumptions about what it might mean and then believe those assumptions. Humans make all sorts of assumptions because most of the time they don’t have the courage to ask questions.” 
 
    “The small person makes a good point,” Lux said as she skipped off down the hill, spinning energetically to wave for the others to follow. “There’s no harm in asking. Naara does indeed, though, have an affinity for all things fire and heat. Seeing all of this,” and Lux stretched her skinny arms wide to take in the strange, Dali-esque landscape, “makes me certain we are in the right place. Come!” 
 
    Decker and the rest of the six-person squad followed after Lux. They passed under the once looming, now drooping, arch of the theme park closest to where the Farrago had been set down. They were funneled down a long, open boulevard flanked with the remains of garishly decorated stalls and shops and arcades. 
 
    Now, the buildings and attractions had all been softened around the edges, melted, twisted, and buckled, as if they’d had a torchship pass too closely over them and been washed in its exhaust plume. Ash and carbon were now the color schemes of the day. The charred landscape, at once familiar and yet wholly alien, was deadly still.   
 
    The humans all wore shock suits over their standard combat fatigues. Decker, Rosa, and Apricis were each armed with a pulse pistol and a spacer carbine. Craglin had refused to carry anything other than his recently acquired ultra long range phase rifle—commonly referred to as the Troublemaker. 
 
    Decker’s eyes skittered over the myriad hiding places and ambush sites that an enemy force might utilize to their advantage. In truth, the inside of the empty and deserted theme park was nothing but a collection of fantastic ways in which to jump out and take people by surprise. 
 
    “There are no bodies,” Lux noted. “Whatever happened here, it did not happen suddenly.” 
 
    “My guess would be that everyone fled off world,” Hera said. “When an environment changes you can either adapt, perish, or leave. It is the natural way of things.” 
 
    “Maybe they heard about what happened on Pelunov,” Rosa hazarded. 
 
    “And Dracone,” Decker said. 
 
    “Maybe all this started happening and everyone decided to get out instead of standing around to ask questions?” Craglin supplied. “Which is fucking weird, because humans are normally professionals at dicking around and asking who is going to have to foot the bill right up until something explodes or someone starts running amok and killing people.” 
 
    “I suppose the rumor is getting around. It’s not such a big system at the end of the day,” Decker said. 
 
    “The Myrmidon System probably contains between two-hundred and five-hundred billion stars, and is about two-hundred thousand light-years across,” Apricis pointed out. 
 
    Decker sighed and opened his mouth to explain, then caught the look on Apricis’ face. 
 
    “Holy shit, was that a joke?” he asked. “Was that a symbiote making a joke?” 
 
    Apricis laughed delightedly. “It was a joke.” 
 
    “Beginning of the end, cap, I’m telling you,” Rosa said, pushing her purple hair out of her eyes and flashing Apricis a wink. 
 
    “Have you had us humans under a microscope?” Decker asked. 
 
    “It was a rubbish joke, so she must have,” Craglin said. 
 
    “Whole damn universe will be going to hell on a hovercart next,” Rosa said. 
 
    The chuckling died away to be replaced by a sticky, brooding silence. 
 
    As they continued onward, Decker’s eyes were ever vigilant. The temperature was rising with every furlong they walked, and so was the tension. The path, as Lux would have it, did not deviate from the main thoroughfare of whatever bastion of family fun and grade-A good times they had entered.  
 
    Decker’s muscles tightened under his skin as he stomped along at the back of the group in the rearguard position. He checked his omni-com periodically, running thermal scans. With all the residual pockets of molten heat around the place though, it would’ve been impossible to pick out an enemy if they’d had the good sense to hide somewhere warm.  
 
    Hell, they wouldn’t even need to choose somewhere specific in this inferno. 
 
    The hairs on the back of his neck felt like they must’ve been standing about a foot out from his body with how much they tingled.  
 
    He was primed and ready. His right index finger oscillated from the trigger guard to the trigger and back again.   
 
    Urban warfare was a crapshoot any way you sliced it. It was only made all the creepier by streets laid out by some theme park planner. It didn’t matter how much of a Billy big bollocks a bounty hunter considered themselves to be, the unyielding streets would still funnel them into convenient fire lanes and kill boxes, the buildings around them would play havoc with their tactical awareness, and any trembling snot-nosed sharp shooter could land a lucky shot playing sniper from an overlooked doorway or window. 
 
    “Like shooting fish in a barrel,” Decker muttered, scanning the looming half melted candy stalls and a charred fun house with its boast of five-dimensional fun. 
 
    “Nah,” Craglin said. 
 
    “What do you mean ‘nah’?” Decker growled out of the corner of his mouth. 
 
    “You ever tried shooting fish in a barrel, mate?” Craglin asked. 
 
    Decker didn’t answer. He’d thought he’d caught some activity out of the corner of his eye. His spacer carbine barrel twitched in the direction of the movement before he saw it had just been a falling ash pile stirred by the soft breeze. 
 
    “It’s fuckin’ deceptively tricky,” Craglin went on. “I was surprised when I first tried it, let me tell you.” 
 
    Rosa, who had fallen back with Decker, just looked over at the Renkiddion’s squat form and said, “Please don’t.” 
 
    “Rosa’s right, Craglin,” Decker said. “We might all be dead in the next five heartbeats, so don’t let the last thing I hear be whatever load of bullshit is about to leave your mouth.” 
 
    “I’m just saying that with—what’s that thing that makes shooting things in water so bloody hard, Hera love?” 
 
    “I don’t shoot things in water,” Hera replied stiffly. 
 
    “That’d be refraction, Craglin,” Apricis helped. 
 
    “Right, well that refraction lark makes shootin’ fish, even trapped inside of a barrel, a less simple operation than you might think—‘specially after passing a few jars over the tonsils,” Craglin said. “Nah, killing us now would be more like shooting puppies… in a box.” 
 
    Somehow, Decker refrained from asking the obvious question. 
 
    Even if he’d been foolish enough to enquire into Craglin’s dubious past, he was saved from doing so by the trap that was sprung on them in the next moment. 
 
    The six of them were moving briskly past a large building that drooped like it had liquified in the heat before solidifying again. It had probably been full of color and noise and pissed off parents waiting in queues at one time, but now it was just as carbon-covered and filled with ash as every other structure the crew had come across. 
 
    The only color in their otherwise monochromatic surroundings came from the blue sky staring down through a melted rent in the high roof. Shafts of pleasant sunlight punched down through the bare iron rafters, incongruously cheerful in the grim, silent, and tense atmosphere. 
 
    Decker had instructed his team to traverse this mausoleum to jollity in a two by two by two cover formation, when Lux and Hera, who were padding along just in front of Apricis and Craglin, suddenly froze. Decker just so happened to be looking in their direction at the time and saw them stop.  
 
    His gaze swept onward a little way, pausing to movement. A shadow detached itself from a pool of deeper darkness cast by a lazily flickering fire slowly consuming a stand that at one time might have dispensed sugared treats of some kind. 
 
    “Contact eleven o’clock!” Decker shouted.

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There was a flash of faintly colored movement from off to Decker’s right; an ethereal blue glow. Instinctively, he grabbed hold of Rosa’s shoulder, kicked her in the back of the knee, and yanked her roughly off her feet. In the same movement, he threw himself down beside her, into the cover of an unidentifiable heap of charred and crusted slag. 
 
    A blue knife, with a very long, two finger-wide, barbed blade hissed over Decker and Rosa’s heads and thwacked into a metal post. The crystalline blade had a large, warped cross-guard, the kind you saw in well balanced custom throwing knives. The crystal blade itself was engraved with seemingly strange engravings only adding to its otherworldly appearance, and giving Decker the impression, somehow, that the blade could not be broken. 
 
    He’d seen it before. The weapon was used by one group of Myrmidon system warriors and one group only. 
 
    Decker and Rosa exchanged incredulous looks. 
 
    “What the fuck are the—” Decker began, and then flinched as the strange blue blade ripped itself free of the post and whisked back out of sight. 
 
    “—the hassassins doing here?” Rosa finished. 
 
    The Consociation of Hassassins were essentially a bunch of guys and girls who could be hired to kill so long as their credit quotes were met.  
 
    They were the next most prevalent group, after the Unofficial Consortium of Bounty Hunters, to make use of Dracone’s nonjudgmental policy on those who broke laws in the course of making their livings.  
 
    Decker had recognized the blue, crystalline knife—the finishard, as they were called. There was no other weapon like it. Each knife was sacred to the hassassin who wielded it, so they were not thrown away lightly and only when an hassassin was almost totally certain that a kill was in the offing.  
 
    Finishard and hassassin were linked by a high-powered coded magnet, one end of which was embedded in the knife’s haft and the other that was worn around the hassassin’s wrist. This allowed the killer to retract their particular knife back to them. The effect was eerily magical. 
 
    More finishards hissed backward and forward through the air. They were accompanied by the soft chatter of small arms fire, though whether this was coming from the hassassins or Apricis, who was somewhere out of his immediate sight, Decker had no idea. 
 
    “Anyone see how many of them there were?” Rosa asked. She had rolled onto her belly and was looking at Decker. 
 
    “Six,” Decker said. 
 
    “How the fuck did you count them?” 
 
    “They’re divided into cardres. In each cadre there are six members,” Decker explained, wincing as something exploded nearby and ash rained down around them. “Only one cadre can be hired for any one target, as a matter of honor. If a cadre fails, or are killed in the attempt to knock off a target, only then can the contract be given to a new cadre.”   
 
    “How the hell are we going to get out of this one?” Rosa asked. 
 
    “Haven’t you heard, darl? Surviving a shitstorm like this is all about keeping a level head!” Craglin bellowed over the stuttering soft phit-phit-phit-phit-phit of spacer carbine fire, shattering chunks of carbon, and the ringing chatter of lead pinging off metal. The little man was hunkered unconcernedly down behind some kind of broken rover. 
 
    “Yeah, so long as it’s not made level by a flying knife!” Rosa yelled back. 
 
    “We do what we always do,” Decker said. “Fight dirtier and harder than the other bastards. Now get to it!” 
 
    The group of hassassins, clad in their trademark almost impenetrable vantablack space-ninja armor, stalked toward them like half a dozen flowing shadows. They had lost the element of surprise now, of course, but that was not about to deter them. That was not how the hassassins worked. It was, quite literally, do or die. 
 
    The fight was fast and furious and left Decker in the state of muddled, adrenaline-fueled confusion that often accompanied a battle for his life. 
 
    The hassassins, had they faced only run-of-the-mill bounty hunters, would have carried the day. Decker was realistic enough to know that. However, they had not bargained on their targets having the kind of powers that the symbiotes were imbued with. Perhaps, they might have accounted for it had they had more time to stalk their prey.  
 
    As it was, their fairly conventional and traditional tactics and weapons were ill-prepared for clashing with the unconventional fighting prowess of the three symbiote women. Especially, three symbiote women who sensed that one of their sundered sisters lay close by and needed their help. 
 
    Peeking out from behind his cover, Decker saw Lux blur and shift as a finishard was sent hurtling her way. She plucked the dagger from the air with impossible speed. Instead of lobbing it back though, she looked interestedly at it, turning it this way and that. 
 
    The hassassin it had belonged to was obviously as in awe of this as Decker was, but only for a second. The hassassin’s consternation at being so easily foiled was short-lived, as a moment later Craglin managed to hit him with a round from his Troublemaker and vaporized him in a cloud of red mist. 
 
    Another of the hassassins dashed with freakish speed toward Apricis who, alone of the trio of symbiotes, was carrying a spacer carbine. She squeezed off bursts of 5.7mm rounds at her attacker, but the man was so nimble he managed to avoid or predict or feint his way through the bullet hails. 
 
    It was impressive stuff. If Decker hadn’t been obliged to use his own cogency at that point to smash a running hassassin off his feet with a wave of invisible force to the face, he would have stopped to clap. 
 
    Decker dispatched the dazed man with a double tap to the sternum and one to the head from his own spacer carbine, as Apricis’ attacker reached her. The red-headed symbiote’s gun was dry, but she didn’t look phased as the shadowy figure of the hassassin closed on her. 
 
    She dropped her weapon, reached down, and whipped up a tattered piece of cloth that might have been a curtain or an awning, and swirled it up off the ground just in time to meet the finishard swipe lashing out at her chest. 
 
    Apricis moved like a wild wind, whirling the tattered length of material around her almost like a lasso, and caught the blade in the garment, wrenched it sideways to twist the surprised assassin forward, close enough for— 
 
    A punch, Decker saw. He was surprised, even in the middle of a fight to the death. He wasn’t sure he had actually ever seen a symbiote hit anyone in the face before. Apricis tried it; an experimental sock to the hassassin’s face. It went high; Apricis crunched the man’s nose, jammed her wrist, and sent him cursing and stumbling backward. 
 
    Apricis cursed herself, shaking her wrist and unfolding the wadded length of material from around her arm. The hassassin was ready to charge back in, but before he could do so, blood spurted and the black-clad killer toppled backward into a pile of ash.  
 
    Decker used his metallurgency to cut the legs out from under one of the other killers. The man fell, snarling and thrashing. Hera spiked him through with broken wood that she fired from a shattered ornamental stall. 
 
    Bullets skipped and whined around Decker. One of them, though he was unsure where it came from—he thought it might have been Rosa—smacked into his shoulder pad. He reeled, growled, dropped to his knee, and sprayed a burst of carbine fire at one of the last two remaining hassassins. 
 
    The man dodged, rolling and flipping. His finishard flew out in a twirling arc of silver-blue. Decker used his cogency to push the throwing knife aside so that it missed Rosa, who had her back to the danger. Then, being heedful not to overdo it, Decker used the effulgencia ability to launch himself across and onto the man’s back. 
 
    The two of them crashed into the ground. Ashes exploded around them like white and black confetti.  
 
    For a man who had been surprised, the hassassin adapted to Decker’s sudden weight plowing him into the ground quite well. He rolled, caught his abruptly returning finishard out of the air, and swiped at Decker, simultaneously avoiding a spray of spacer carbine fire from Rosa. 
 
    Decker’s sudden effulgencia-powered transportation had made him drop his own carbine. He dodged the hassassin’s fluid strike, pulling his own laz-blade free as he did so. 
 
    The hassassin’s proximity to Decker meant that none of his friends were keen to intervene in the off-chance they hit him, so he was, for the time being, on his own. He let out a little yelp as the black-clad hassassin snaked in under his guard and struck out at him again in a feint that turned out not to be a feint. The finishard scored a line across his shock suit.  
 
    The hassassin was lightning fast, unafraid—even though his final colleague was killed in his line of sight by Apricis and Craglin—and ceaseless in his assault. He reminded Decker of something robotic, an android that would not stop until it had fulfilled its mission. 
 
    Decker thrust out with his own melee weapon a couple of times. He celebrated inwardly when the hassassin went to block the laz-blade with his own knife, but his joy was short-lived when the crystalline finishard actually stopped the plasma weapon in a shower of sparks. 
 
    Decker had always believed that there was basically nothing that a laz-blade could cut through, given enough time or force. They did not dull, and they did not break. 
 
    The hassassin grinned when he saw Decker’s face, kicked him in the guts, and back-flipped out of range of the bigger man. Then he rushed in afresh. 
 
    He came in low, then high, then lo—No, high! 
 
    Decker ducked. The finishard hissed an inch past his shaved crown. 
 
    With a frantic bellow, Decker launched himself forward and, by a combination of brute force and dumb luck, managed to force his opponent back. At the same time he got a grip on his upper arm to stop the hassassin gutting him. His laz-knife came to within an inch of the other man’s impassive, hawk-nosed face before the killer’s hand snapped out to stop him. 
 
    For a while, both men strained, lives hanging in the balance. 
 
    Then Decker headbutted the hassassin in the face, dropped his laz-blade, and caught it with his other hand, while slipping aside from the man’s stabbing thrust. With a desperate and unrefined shove, Decker used his bulk to drive his plasma weapon into the hassassin’s sternum, through a gap in his armor. 
 
    The man’s eyes narrowed as the killing thrust went home. Bizarrely, as he sank to the ash-covered ground, Decker thought that his enemy looked completely at peace with his fate. 
 
    Decker staggered a few paces away and sucked in lungfuls of the scorching hot air, his eyes screwed shut. 
 
    There was the sound of a single gunshot from behind him. He turned. 
 
    Apricis was holding her spacer carbine. It was pointed at the hired killer that Decker had just knifed. Looking down, Decker saw that the man he had thought dead had pulled his own cut-down carbine from somewhere. There was a neat hole in the top of his head to match the one in the bottom of his jaw. 
 
    Decker looked up at Apricis. 
 
    “It is not a good thing to kill,” she said. “If it must be done though, I think it is a prudent thing to always make sure your opponent is dead, Captain Decker.” 
 
    The sweat was pouring off Decker’s face and neck in a river. His breath felt like it was being torn from his chest, so puffed was he. He nodded his thanks at the symbiote. 
 
    “Well,” he gasped. “That… was… easy.” 
 
    “Speak for yourself,” Craglin said. “But I’ll have to be properly pissed up before I challenge one of those bastards to a bit of fisticuffs in one of Dracone’s less salubrious watering holes.” 
 
    “Lucky they don’t drink, really,” Rosa observed, pushing her purple hair out of her eyes as she nudged one of the fallen hassassins with a boot. 
 
    While Rosa checked that the others hadn’t suffered any nominal wounds, and Craglin stalked around the perimeter, Decker made a search of the bodies. He did not take any of the hassassins’ gear. The Consociation of Hassassins were renowned for boobytrapping their equipment—and they played for keeps. As much as Decker might have wanted to get his hands on one of their finishards or vantablack space-ninja armor, he didn’t want them enough to risk his life in scavenging them. 
 
    Amongst the few possessions they had, and he was willing to examine closely, he found that only one of them was wearing an omni-com. On it, Decker found a simple file packet detailing the Farrago and all the crew members—each of them with a metaphorical target on their heads. 
 
    “Shit,” he muttered to himself. 
 
    “James?” Zizara Yasine said, her voice coming loud and clear through the comms. 
 
    “Yeah?” Decker replied. 
 
    “Are those some of the illustrious brethren of the Consociation of Hassassins I see being captured by your suit cam?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    Yasine sighed audibly. “You know as well as I, darling, that the hassassins aren’t to be trifled with.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “And that the cadres won’t stop coming until the contract is withdrawn or we’re all dead,” Yasine continued. 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    Zizara clucked her tongue. The sound made Decker shiver in not an entirely unpleasant way. 
 
    “I wonder who could’ve put the bounty on our heads,” Yasine mused. “After all, the criminal underworld of Dracone was shaken after what Egil did to the place. Not to mention, putting a contract out on me is simply not a good idea if quality and length of life is in any way important to you.” 
 
    “I think you’ve already answered your own question,” Decker said. “I’m guessing that it must be Egil manipulating some poor fool into putting a target on us. Egil has done it before, when he put a bounty on Dorian Wellington’s head, after all.” 
 
    “What are your thoughts on how we go about dealing with this, James?” 
 
    “We’re going to have to go and have a word with the hassassins—but not just them. We need to get everyone on the same page. Otherwise we’ll all be caught up fighting and killing one another while Egil waltzes in and does what he needs to do to destroy us all. This fight involves the fate of the entire universe, so we’ll need all the help we can get. I think, Madame Yasine, that is when you are going to come in quite handy.” 
 
    “I’ll do what I can, James, you know that,” Zizara said. “It’s all any of us can ever do, isn’t it?” 
 
    Not far from where they left the scattered cooling corpses of the hassassins, Decker and his crew found the pod containing the sixth symbiote. The three other symbiotes, with Lux leading, reached her first, at the end of a series of corridors with melted walls that led to a shallow charred crater. It was open to the blue sky above and was the obvious source of the excessive heat. 
 
    “There she is,” Craglin said. The sweat was pouring off the portly Renkiddion’s face, and he mopped his flushed cheeks with the back of his forearm. 
 
    “There she is,” Decker agreed, wiping perspiration from his eyes.  
 
    The heat had been gradually ratcheting up and up, but in the intensity of the firefight with the hassassins, Decker had not realized just how hot he was. He checked his omni-com and saw that it was a one-hundred and thirteen degrees. No wonder his forehead felt like a damn waterfall.  
 
    The orb looked more like some kind of igneous rock or dragon’s egg than it did a contrivance crafted by symbiote hands. The pod encased the being within a clam-like shell of what appeared to be stone and cooled lava. 
 
    Decker reached out to the symbiote telepathically and found, for once, the woman within as calm and unruffled as a queen on her throne. 
 
    “Naara?” he asked, sending out the tendril of thought so that their minds touched in as noninvasive a way as he could contrive. 
 
    “I have been waiting for you,” she answered. 
 
    “For me?” Decker asked, surprised. 
 
    “For someone. For this moment.” 
 
    Suddenly, the shell glowed a deep red, then orange, and then a bright phosphorescent yellow-white as it heated up. Like running toffee or molten metal it broke into little carbonated plates and then ran off the symbiote pod to pool in viscous heaps. With a sizzling crunch, the pod opened, revealing the sixth exiled symbiote—Naara, the woman whose speciality was apparently all things hot. 
 
    The pod’s doors ceased their opening, and the being inside raised herself gracefully into a sitting position. 
 
    The first thing that Decker noticed was that Naara was more curvaceous compared to the other symbiotes. She had hair the color of ash, a strange amalgamation of black mixed with white and silver. Her skin was sun-kissed, and she exuded a serene confidence that was almost goddess-like. Her typical carbon gray symbiote bodysuit was made unique by the strange, subtle flame-like patina that ran over it. Dark eyes that were almost black, with a smoldering fire reminiscent of a pair of falling stars in their sable depths looked around at the six companions surrounding the pod. 
 
    Confronted by this vision, Decker became abruptly and acutely aware of how sweaty and covered in ash and blood he was.  
 
    The beautiful woman raised her hand, and Decker saw that there was a cube of carbon gray in her hand—symbiote tech. 
 
    “Plasma cannons and improved thrusters,” Naara said. 
 
    Hell of a greeting, Decker thought. 
 
    Her voice, her physical and non-telepathic voice, was smoky and sultry, exotic. In those few words, Decker got the impression that this woman was no-nonsense and not afraid of speaking her mind. It was evident by the flash of her dark eyes that she was not one to bandy words, or waste them. 
 
    “It’s a pleasure to meet you too,” Decker said. 
 
    He reached out and took the cube. The symbiote nodded her proud head. 
 
    “You’re in the company of three of my sisters,” she said. “As such, introductions can wait. Lead on.” 
 
    Decker looked over at Craglin. The silly little bastard may as well have had love hearts in his eyes, the way he was ogling at Naara. 
 
    “Come on, then,” Decker said, grabbing the Renkiddion by the shoulder. 
 
    With Naara in tow, the group headed back to the Farrago. 
 
    Six down, Decker thought as they hurried along with their newest crew member. One to go. 
 
    Hera, Apricis, and Lux were in front, hustling Naara along between them, while the mortals brought up the rear. Deckers gun barrel and eyes swept from left to right ceaselessly.  
 
    Yeah, six down and one to go, he thought again. I might just make it to my retirement alive and with all my limbs intact yet. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Once they were all safely back on the Farrago, Decker gave the symbiotes the space they needed to give Naara the rundown of how things worked. While he, Rosa, Yasine, and Craglin divested themselves of their shock suits and weapons, Apricis, Naara, Hera, and Lux disappeared to find Lorelei and Saavi. 
 
    Decker busied himself, along with Craglin and Rosa, in making sure that the shock suits were put back in their charging stations, their weapons were cleaned and made ready, and any spare magazines or ammunition were put away again. Yasine excused herself, saying that she needed to check on something. 
 
    “She’s pretty high and mighty that one, huh?” Rosa said. She didn’t sound pissed off about it. If anything, there was a note of envious respect in her voice. 
 
    Decker shrugged. “I guess when you’ve been one of the biggest, if not the biggest, fish in a pond for so long, you get used to doing what you want when you want.” 
 
    “That’s why people climb the old proverbial ladder in both legal and illegal organizations, ain’t it, darl?” Craglin said, wiping a cloth down the barrel of the trouble-maker with infinite care. “So that they can get out of the boring jobs and palm ‘em off onto those beneath them.” 
 
    “What the hell would you know about climbing ladders?” Rosa asked. “When was the last time that you were part of anything that could have been said to be even slightly organized?” 
 
    Craglin’s brow folded into a few thick wrinkles as he thought about this. 
 
    “Probably would’ve been back when I was a nipper,” he said. “When I was first getting my schooling sort of thing.” 
 
    “And they teach you what it means to climb the corporate ladder on Renkides, do they?” Rosa asked as she stowed her shock suit on its rack and the rack retracted into the wall. 
 
    “Fuck no! The idea of anything as structured as a ladder, so far as working or living goes, would make any Renkiddion throw up,” Craglin said. “But it’s good to know how the lesser species—no offense—go about their business. Know your enemy and all that. Nah, the only thing I learned during my schooling was a nursery rhyme that’s stuck with me through thick and thin and seen me out of a good few little altercations in my time.” 
 
    Decker sighed as he put his unloaded and cleaned spacer carbine back on the rack.  
 
    “Go on then,” he said in a resigned voice. “You better fucking tell us.” 
 
    Craglin placed his ultra long range phase rifle on its shelf. Then he cleared his throat, straightened himself up as far as he could, which for someone who was only a little over three and half feet tall was not that much, and cleared his throat. 
 
    “You don’t happen to have any earplugs on you by any chance, do—?” Rosa started to say.   
 
    “When you’re in mortal peril, when you’re plagued with doubt!” boomed the Renkiddion, with a weird, fervently loyal look in his eye, which would have been funny if it hadn’t been so nauseating. “Remember, try not to run in little circles, lads! Try not to wave your arms and shout!” 
 
    “Wow,” Rosa said, when the ringing echoes had died away and Decker thought he had recovered at least sixty percent of his hearing. “That was… That was really something.” 
 
    “Cheers, love,” Craglin said gruffly. “The gratitude of the beautiful is a weighty burden to bear, but I’ll do my bloody best.” 
 
    Rosa exchanged looks with Decker. 
 
    “Right…” she said. “Shall we go and…” 
 
    “Do something other than this?” Decker said. “Yeah.” 
 
    They left Craglin at the hatchway to the engineering bay. The Renkiddion muttered something into his mustache about needing to partake of some elixir to settle his nerves after their run-in with the hassassins. 
 
    “Pass one over the tonsils for me, short-ass,” Rosa said. 
 
    Craglin saluted as the hatchway slid closed. 
 
    On the main control deck, the rest of the company were waiting for Decker in various states of repose. 
 
    As Rosa went and made herself comfortable in the seat of the co-pilot, Decker pulled up a bracer seat and sat down with a sigh. He caught eyes with Lorelei and dropped her a swift wink. 
 
    “Still alive,” he said. 
 
    “So I see,” the blonde symbiote said, smiling. “I never had any doubt.” 
 
    “That makes one of us at least,” Decker said. 
 
    He glanced inquiringly over to where Naara was standing a little awkwardly by one of the workstations with the ever-jittery Lux. When she caught Decker’s gaze, the fiery-looking symbiote straightened her back a little more, flicked her luscious ash-colored hair from her face, and fixed him with her smoldering gaze. 
 
    It was an impressive and captivating display. Once upon a time, in days gone by, when he had been a younger and more naive man, it might even have made Decker cast his eyes down. Not now.  
 
    Decker regarded the newcomer coolly. He, Rosa, and Yasine might’ve now been outnumbered by symbiotes two to one, but this ship was under his command now. Even if there were days when he might not have felt like that was so, he knew enough to know that a good captain always acted like he was in charge.  
 
    Besides, there was something about this new, sexy firebrand of a woman that was poking at him. It took a few seconds for him to realize what it was, but when he did, the revelation became obvious. 
 
    “She’s younger than the rest of you,” he said to Lorelei. 
 
    Lorelei looked surprised, something that was not usual in of itself. 
 
    “Why… Yes, Decker,” she said. “Yes she is. I must confess that I’m surprised you were able to notice that. Our lifespans so massively outlast those of humans that it is rare for them, even on the few occasions that our races’ paths have crossed over the millennia, to be able to differentiate one symbiote’s age from another.” 
 
    “What made you say that, James Decker?” Naara asked in her smoky, sultry voice, tinged with just a hint of aggression and pride. 
 
    Decker shrugged. “Just the way you hold yourself, I suppose, the way you stand. Youth, like anything I guess, is relative. All young people stand the same. In a way that says they want to take up as much space as they can—show how big and bad they are—but at the same time are a little afraid that in taking up that space they will be noticed by someone else who really is big and bad. If that makes sense.” 
 
    As he was speaking, more to himself than Naara, a shimmering haze began to form around the symbiote. It was akin to a very slight heat haze. 
 
    Not akin to a heat haze, Decker realized as the illusion grew more pronounced. It is a heat haze.  
 
    At the same time, the bright spark in Naara’s eye grew brighter. Not only that, but the color of her hair also started to change. The thick ashy locks, which were that strange amalgamation of black mixed with white and silver, began to fade, brightening toward white. 
 
    Shit, she’s got fucking mood hair, Decker thought to himself. I’d bet my left nut that it turns whiter when she’s in battle and in other high-stress situations, and then darkens when she’s— 
 
    “Enough, Naara,” Lorelei said sharply. “Decker did not mean to offend you.” 
 
    “Yeah, if anything, hon, you should be flattered,” Rosa quipped, half turning in the co-pilot’s seat. “Seriously. I think it took the cap all of three weeks to realize I’d dyed my hair purple when I first did it.” 
 
    Decker let out a silent breath. He had purposefully carried on his monologue to see what would happen. It was good to know what your enemies could do, but it was far more advantageous for a captain to know as much about his crew as he could. To know their limitations and the buttons that an enemy might be liable to push. 
 
    “You dyed your hair, Hawkes?” he said, looking at Rosa. 
 
    “Ha-ha-ha,” Rosa said in a wooden voice. 
 
    Saavi chuckled. Lux put a calming hand on the new arrival’s shoulder. As Naara’s hair faded to a darker ash, the same color as a charcoal fire, the tension drained away. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Captain Decker,” she said. 
 
    “Don’t worry about the captain part, Decker is just fine,” he said. 
 
    “I am, as you surmised, Decker,” Naara said with a small smile, “the youngest of the seven symbiotes sent out from our dying world. I do not have the martial, or traveling experience of my sisters. If I’m a little tense…” 
 
    Decker nodded sympathetically. “It’s okay. I don’t know what you might have been expecting, lying in that pod on Spodius, but it probably wasn’t,” and he gestured around the control deck and then pointed at himself, “this.” 
 
    Naara’s smile widened, and she actually let out a throaty laugh. “You do have a Renkiddion on your crew. Such folk are not known for the stability of their temperament or their general… trustworthiness.” 
 
    Rosa let out a long musical peel of laughter. 
 
    “Craglin, trustworthy!” she said. “That’s a good one.” 
 
    Decker gave the younger symbiote one of his half smiles. “He’s a sneaky bastard, a born survivor who’s as clever as a brain omelet and the best engineer I’ve ever seen. But would I buy a used soar-bike off of him? Not even for half a credit.” 
 
    He was rewarded for this bit of truth-based banter with another smile that seared into him like a brand. 
 
    “As a younger member of your race,” Yasine asked from the corner she was lounging in like a spider in its web, “would it be correct to say, and I apologize if this lacks the necessary tact, that you have slightly less control over your wonderful and unique abilities than the other symbiotes?” 
 
    Lorelei nodded before Naara could reply. “That would be a fair assessment,” she said. “The time that it takes for a symbiote to truly master their abilities is commensurate with our long, long lives.” 
 
    “Now that we’re all here,” Decker said, taking the conversation by the stick and steering into the territory he required, “it’s time for us to figure out where it is we’re going.” 
 
    “Surely,” Saavi said, “our next port of call is our final sundered sister?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Apricis agreed, turning to Naara. “All we need is for Naara to point us the way and we can fetch the final member of our party, retrieve the final piece of data that she carries, and take possession of the last part of the key to the vault.” 
 
    All eyes turned to Naara. Decker studied the proud, young symbiote minutely. Although she kept her composure under the keen scrutiny of her fellows, Decker thought he saw a shadow of uncertainty flicker in her eyes. 
 
    It appeared that he was not the only one. Lorelei, stepping in with a sensitivity and savoir faire that Decker had come to expect from the wise and beautiful woman, said, “Naara has only just arrived. It might take her a little time to adjust to the ship, to hone in on the pull of our seventh sister.” 
 
    The other symbiotes bowed their heads and muttered various apologies, all along the lines of being too keen on completing their dangerous mission and forgetting themselves. 
 
    “You should take a few days to assimilate, Naara,” Hera said, putting an arm around the curvaceous symbiote’s shoulders. “We have little time, but what we do have we can spare for you.” 
 
    “If we have no direction to head to, regarding the seventh symbiote,” Lux said, her words firing out a hundred miles per hour as they were wont to do, “what is our next course of action? It seems imprudent, almost wasteful, to simply coast through jump-space while Egil is doing whatever it is he is doing.” 
 
    Decker had been thinking along exactly these lines. “Madame Yasine,” he said respectfully, “I think this is where you come into your own.” 
 
    “Is that right, James?” Yasine asked, her tone not betraying whether she knew what he was getting at. “How can I be of assistance?” 
 
    “I think it would be a prudent idea to summon all good men and women to the aid of the overall party.” 
 
    “You know many of the same men and women that I am associated with, darling,” Yasine said. “I assume you’re using the word ‘good’ to describe a given measure of good, yes?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Decker said. 
 
    “You want me to get in contact with as many of our old business partners, competitors, enemies, and friends as I can?” Yasine asked. 
 
    Decker nodded. It should have come as no surprise that the woman knew what he was driving at. 
 
    “That’s right,” he repeated. 
 
    “Good idea,” Rosa said. “Differences aside, all of the crews, guilds, and organizations must have realized that things have taken a turn for the worse. Even an outfit like the fucking League of Anonymous Apothecaries must know that things are not what they seem.” 
 
    “I believe that even the LAA will know that something is amiss with the way of things,” Yasine said. “And they all ought to help us where they can.” 
 
    “It’s not going to be a problem that a couple of those crews have an enmity with the Unofficial Guild of Bounty Hunters, though?” Rosa asked. “Or with one another, come to think of it.” 
 
    Yasine waved a long-fingered hand. “I’m positive that everyone will be out to make as much use of one another as possible.” 
 
    “That’s not wholly encouraging,” Decker said under his breath. 
 
    “But yes, I should be able to make contact with even those who are hardest to reach,” Yasine said cryptically.  
 
    “Fucking politics,” Decker muttered. 
 
    “Always,” Yasine said severely. “Life is nothing but politics, James.” 
 
    “What about the hassassins?” Apricis asked. 
 
    “I will talk to Jester the Red and see if this little disagreement can’t be smoothed over, or outbid,” Yasine said. 
 
    “And even if the hassassins try to take us out again in the meantime, we’ll just fight our way out like we did before,” Decker growled. 
 
    “Abso-fucking-lutely,” Rosa said. 
 
    “And where is it that you think this caucus should be held, James?” Yasine asked. 
 
    Decker paused. It was all well and good to know what needed to be discussed, but there was an inherent risk in naming the place. The location needed to be secure, it needed to be safe, it needed to be somewhere that Egil would not expect. 
 
    “As for that,” he said, rising to his feet and stretching. “Leave it with me. I do my best thinking when I’m sweating, so I’m going to pay a visit to the gymnasium.” 
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    After spending a decent chunk of time turning off his mind and clearing his head in the Farrago’s gymnasium, Decker felt like a new man. They’d fly back to Dracone, he had decided. It was a decision that he hadn’t consciously made. It had come to him while he had been doing a set of inverted rows, and it had taken him all of a few seconds to know in his heart that it was the right call. 
 
    Back to the old stomping ground. 
 
    Yes, back to the old stomping ground. Sure, it was a place where a traveler had just as much chance of being stomped as doing the stomping. And yes, they might have all been heading there with the express mission of meeting some of the Myrmidon System’s boldest and baddest, but he was traveling with Zizara Yasine now, and that had to count for something. 
 
    The hatchway just ahead in the passageway opened, and none other than Yasine stepped out. She was fiddling with something in her hands. As the hatch closed behind her, Decker caught Craglin’s parting words to the black-eyed woman. 
 
    “Any time you’re passing, darl—I mean, your underworldly madamliness,” the Renkiddion gushed. “My door is always open to you. Any time you have a technical difficulty. Clothing optional. I run a very modern engineering bay like that.”  
 
    Decker winced and then cleared his throat with alacrity, hoping to curtail the potential backlash of cold wrath bound to be heading Craglin’s way. 
 
    To his surprise though, Yasine simply glanced in his direction, continued turning the object in her hands over, and replied blandly, “Accepting such a seductively couched invitation such as that would either take an inordinate amount of alcohol, or a full brain removal on my behalf, Mr. Craglin.” 
 
    Craglin let out one of his hacking laughs. 
 
    “Yeah, well, I’d rather have a bottle in front of me than a frontal lobotomy, if it was me.” He chuckled. “In fact, that reminds me of a time when…” 
 
    “Yes, I’m sure it does,” Zizara Yasine said. 
 
    The hatchway door closed behind Yasine as she stalked purposefully toward Decker. 
 
    “Wow, you must be getting used to life aboard the Farrago,” Decker said, crossing his arms and leaning against the bulkhead. “I can’t imagine a galaxy where the Zizara Yasine of old would have stood for that kind of backtalk.” 
 
    Yasine smiled thinly. With her plum lipstick in place, her all-sable eyes roving over Decker’s face, and her wild white hair spread out like milky fire around her head, she looked like a beautiful nightmare under the unforgiving LED lights. Decker knew something about nightmares though—they were simply the other side of the coin on which dreams lay. 
 
    “Yes, that might be so, James,” she said, “but as I’ve told you before, one has to learn to adapt in this universe of ours. If someone lacks the ability to change their mind, change their disposition, then they will struggle to change anything else. And there is much that we must change, darling.” 
 
    “And that’s the first step in changing things, is it?” Decker asked, nodding at the object in Yasine’s hands. 
 
    Yasine tossed the little object up and caught it. “You could say so, yes.” 
 
    “Funny. It looks like the kind of radio communicators that were popular in the system about—shit, I don’t know—two-hundred years ago?” 
 
    Yasine raised a perfectly sculpted eyebrow the merest fraction of an inch. 
 
    “How do you—?” she started to ask. 
 
    “Tyk Allbeard,” Decker said. “The paranoid old man used to make the crew of the Fortune carry them on certain jobs. The sensitive kinds of jobs where he didn’t want our radio chatter getting picked up by any nosy or bored security force with a half decent comms array and an omni-com link. This was back in the day, of course. Before—” 
 
    “Before he ceded the Fortune to you in now infamous card games,” Yasine finished. 
 
    Decker ran his tongue across his teeth. “So the sore loser has got even you swallowing that old yarn, has he?” 
 
    Yasine cocked her head to one side, and her smile widened a fraction. 
 
    “I do not swallow yarns, James. I speak of what I know—although I won’t deny that facts are often like cowards in this system. If you look them in the face hard and long enough, they sometimes have a habit of turning on you and disappearing. Sometimes, it is this absence of facts that frightens people. Sometimes, you can exploit this gap you open, and people will conveniently fill it for you, pouring in their dreads, dreams, and yearnings.” 
 
    “That might be all well and good,” Decker growled, “but I still say I won that card game fair and square. We’ll have to agree to disagree on that score.” 
 
    Yasine let out a little snort. “As you wish, James. Anyway, this old communicator of mine took a bit of a knock in our last escapade. Usually, I do not travel with it or treat it so roughly, it holding far more value than the mere sum of its parts.” 
 
    “Which is why you were stopping by Craglin’s shop?”  
 
    Yasine nodded. “A mild dose of sexual harassment is a fair price to pay for Renkiddion workmanship,” she said levelly. 
 
    “What’s so special about that thing, then?” 
 
    “This communicator might be rather old and clunky, but it serves its purpose—a most important one,” Yasine said, holding out the little oblong of brown thermoplastic with its single panel screen. 
 
    “You’re sure you didn’t just keep it for its retro appeal?” Decker teased. “I visited someone who decked their whole hive-hole out in that sort of old gear.” 
 
    “You visited someone?” Yasine asked. 
 
    “It was a bag and grab job on a chem dealer on Emplastrum,” Decker admitted grudgingly. “But, still… I did visit him. Albeit very briefly.” 
 
    “I didn’t keep it because of the aesthetic appeal, darling. The aesthetics are merely a pleasing side note, but they’re not as important as the function.” 
 
    “I didn’t think you did anything by accident, Yasine.” 
 
    Yasine looked around. “Walk with me to the main control deck.” 
 
    The pair of them started slowly through the living starship’s passages, toward the aft ladder. 
 
    “This communicator is so old that there isn’t really any risk of anyone intercepting or hacking my comms, if it came to it—as your mentor, Tyk Allbeard, figured out,” Yasine explained. “It was for this reason that these communicators were selected as the sole means of contact between myself and a number of other high-level individuals. Individuals grouped under the rather melodramatic designation of The Official Unsanctioned.” 
 
    Decker stared blankly at the side of the shorter woman’s face. 
 
    “The Official Unsanctioned?” he said. “A paradoxical title. That’s cute.” 
 
    “Quite,” Yasine said, with just a hint of a lip curl. “The OU for short.” 
 
    “And this OU, this Official Unsanctioned,” Decker said slowly as he waited for Yasine to start ascending the narrow ladder that led up to the next deck, “who does it include, apart from yourself?” 
 
    Yasine paused on the ladder so that Decker was forced to stop behind her. The pair of them, for the time being, were trapped in the short tube that connected one of the Farrago’s decks to the other. Both of them would have been able to hear approaching footsteps reverberating along the decks above and below them. Both of them were out of sight of the extensive onboard camera array that the symbiote space-cruiser was equipped with. For a few heartbeats, the only sound was the distant gentle hum of the reactor blasting them all through jump-space at faster than light speed. 
 
     “I’d like to preface this next bit of information by asking you to hold your inevitable expulsion of incredulity in check, James,” Yasine said. 
 
    Decker frowned up at the white-haired woman’s backside. It was not the kind of rear that would normally draw a frown across his face. 
 
    “All right,” he growled. “I won’t say anything, but I’ll preface your preface by saying that your request does not fill me with confidence. Go on.” 
 
    “The OU is made up of the leaders, and only the leaders mind you—underworld and otherwise—of some of the system’s more shadowy big players,” Yasine said brusquely. “The Unofficial Consortium of Bounty Hunters being one.” 
 
    Yasine had paused, as if she expected an outburst. When it didn’t come, she continued on, “Then there is the Bootlegger’s Guild, the Chem-runners United Confederation, the Consociation of Hassassins, the Body of Thieves, and the League of Anonymous Apothecaries,” she reeled off. 
 
    Decker made a mental list of the heads of those organizations that he knew of, of the people that Yasine was telling him that she was in bed with. 
 
    Leader of the Consociation of Hassassins, Jester the Red. 
 
    Head of the Leader of the Consociation of Hassassins—or the Pharm for short—Lamark Cordova. 
 
    Nelly Ries, the leader of the Chem-runners United Confederation, or the Pharm Shop as it was affectionately known by the loadies, etheromaniacs, and narcotists of Dracone and its neighboring planets. 
 
    All people who had made very good livings for themselves by abiding by the rule that life was so much easier when you made sure you had someone else to blame.  
 
    “It even includes, as of late,” Yasine said as they started to climb once more, “the Galactic Watch Committee.” 
 
    A strained sound—not exactly a word, nor even a string of garbled curses, but just a sound of mental anguish—left Decker’s throat. 
 
    Yasine, like any good orator or politician, did not give Decker room or time to air his grievance. 
 
    Instead, with a smoothness that she could have used to grease a bracer seat gimbal, she said, “This communicator, James, holds all of the information and frequencies of the matching communicators held by my fellow members of the OU. Thanks to Craglin, mine is finally working again.” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow as Decker made a few choking, spluttering sounds. 
 
    “Use your words, James,” she said. 
 
    “The… The fucking GWC,” he managed to say at last. “You’re in league with that goddamn bitch Commissioner Briggs?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say in league, not if you mean in cahoots, darling,” Yasine said mildly as Decker stepped off the ladder to join her in the passageway. “Better to say that I am in exclusive communication with her. Like it or not, Hilda Briggs is the commanding figurehead of the single most powerful and well equipped private army—ahem, I mean, security force—in the system. Not only that, but she is a pragmatic woman who does not let the occasional hefty bribe get in the way of her lust for advancement.” 
 
    Decker opened and closed his mouth a few times. Eventually, not knowing if he wanted to argue or agree with Yasine, he said, “You know she tried to kill me and my crew.” 
 
    Yasine gave him a sympathetic look. “Don’t tell me that she was the first, James. If you were looking for safety, perhaps you should have chosen an aug operator or freighter pilot as a career.” 
 
    Decker ground his teeth. “I thought you wanted to go to the main control deck. We’re on the mess deck.” 
 
    “Yes, darling, but you’ll be wanting a coffee, I imagine. It’ll calm your nerves.” 
 
    Decker would’ve liked something a good deal stronger than a coffee, but the smart-ass bastards who’d built the food fabricator had evidently thought that having alcohol on tap was a poor idea. He made a note to go and visit Craglin for a nip or two in the engineering bay at the earliest opportunity. 
 
    “I… I would… I don’t… Shit, yeah okay, let’s get a cup of coffee,” he muttered. 
 
    In silence, he and Yasine walked into the galley. Lux and Naara were already there, sitting and nibbling at a plate of strange green biscuits that Decker dimly recalled as being a symbiote delicacy. Their chief ingredient was algae or some such shit. 
 
    Decker, his face still like thunder, nodded to the two symbiotes and busied himself making a cup of coffee. 
 
    “Saccharin?” he grunted to Yasine as he poured her a cup. 
 
    “No thanks, James,” she replied, “I’m sweet enough already.” 
 
    Decker snorted, and the slight tension between them broke. 
 
    That’s the politician in her, he reminded himself. She’s a master tactician and manipulator. That’s worth remembering. 
 
    Still, he picked up the two spiral mugs of coffee and set them down at the other end of the table to where Hera and Naara were chatting. When they were settled, Yasine looked across the table at Decker.  
 
    “So, your antique bit of tech is up and running again, which means you can get in contact with some of the biggest dastards this side of Agali,” Decker said through the steam of his own mug.   
 
    “Like we all agreed earlier,” Yasine said, “every single organization or person of consequence—every single living being—has a stake in this, in what happens next. Shortsighted would not even begin to describe the person or persons who would not come to the aid of the universe at this juncture.” 
 
    Decker laughed bitterly into his coffee. “Sounds to me like you expect everyone to be logical about this.” 
 
    “An optimistic presumption at the best of times,” Yasine admitted, “but not, I hope, when the literal fate of the universe is in the balance.” 
 
    Decker wasn’t so sure about that. He’d always been cynical, having learned that at the knee and right hand of Tyk Allbeard. As of late though, he had faced more and more challenges that left him shaking his head at humanity in general. Now more than ever, he felt like a man who, when he smelled flowers, was inclined to look around to see where the coffin was. 
 
    “So what’s the plan?” he asked. “You’re just going to get on your radio there, send out an invitation for tea, and win all of those folks over with a kind word, is that it?” 
 
    Yasine gave her another one of her thin-lipped smiles. “I’ve always found that you can accomplish so much more with a kind word and a spacer carbine or pulse pistol than you can with a kind word alone.” 
 
    “True enough,” Decker grunted into his mug. 
 
    “Now, where should I tell the others to come?” 
 
    Decker took a sip of his drink, savoring the smooth, slightly bitter taste of coffee that the food fabricator emulated so well. 
 
    “Dracone,” he said. “If we want everyone to band together, we need to show them what Egil’s capable of first hand.” 
 
    Yasine pursed her lips, then nodded. 
 
    “I have the emergency contacts for the people I have mentioned,” she said, “but it would be worth getting in contact with your old mentor, Tyk, too. Retired as he might be, a man such as he never truly loses his edge. In fact, I believe it was his intervention that allowed you to leave Thrax alive. He would be an asset.” 
 
    “Tyk has always said that he’s not afraid of death, only that he doesn’t want to be around when it happens.” 
 
    “Would you be able to contact him?”  
 
    “If he’s open to being contacted.” 
 
    “You and he, despite the bluster and banter, are still old friends,” Yasine said. 
 
    “In that case, I’m sure he’ll make himself available,” Decker replied blandly. “Old pals are like debt collectors after all. They have a tendency to show up when you least expect them.” 
 
    “Excellent. So, where on Dracone would you like this meeting to take place?” 
 
    “I assume that you won’t mind us hosting it at the Cateran Supper Club?” Decker asked. “It might get a bit cramped if we try and squeeze everyone onboard the Farrago. Especially if Lamark Cordova accepts your invitation.” 
 
    “Of course,” Yasine said. 
 
    Decker inclined his head. 
 
    “I would like to give you a gentle reminder if I may, James darling,” Yasine said. 
 
    “Would you just?” 
 
    “We may be on the brink of a war the likes of which none of us, perhaps not even this galaxy, has ever seen,” Yasine said quietly. “If that is the case, then it is likely that there are going to be many more fights to come. Many more battles and skirmishes.” 
 
    “Don’t fucking remind me,” Decker said drily. 
 
    “I would like to remind you that this meeting of your fellows could be described as a battle of sorts.” 
 
    “Madame Yasine, if you’re about to feed me a line like, ‘this is going to be a battle of wits, or—” 
 
    “This is going to be a battle of diplomacy, James,” Yasine said sharply, slashing his words down in mid-air. “It might not be full of explosions and dismembered body parts, but you can rest assured that it is warfare of another means. This skirmish will be no less desperate and important, for all it will, hopefully, be bloodless. Do you understand?” 
 
    Decker paused in the act of taking another sip of coffee. He nodded. 
 
    “A bloodless battle is something that I can get onboard with, Madame Yasine,” he said, holding the gorgeous woman’s black gaze. “Especially if there’s strong drink and finger food.” 
 
    A smile flickered across Yasine’s lips. “Very well.” 
 
    “I’m thinking that I might try and hail the Fortune too,” Decker said. “I know the crew. They’re a good bunch to have in a tight spot.” 
 
    “But they left you and Miss Hawkes on the symbiote ship to face the Thraxians.” 
 
    Decker shrugged. “None of us knew what we were going to face. I gave them the choice, and I don’t blame them for not wanting to gamble their lives. This time though, we all have a stake in what’s going on whether we want it or not. We’re all going to be on the same page. And we can all make our decisions accordingly.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear it,” Yasine replied.  
 
    “You’re not worried that one of those bunch might screw us over, or have been influenced by Egil already?” Decker blurted. 
 
    The swift look that flashed across the woman’s face told him that it was a worry that she’d had, weighed up, found to be worth the risk, and already taken precautions against.  
 
    “Betrayal is its own reward,” she said mysteriously. 
 
    That should be a comfort to us when the universe is being sucked down the drain hole, Decker thought. 
 
    Yasine slid neatly out from the table and got to her feet. “I’ll go and send the communiques.” 
 
    “You haven’t touched your coffee,” Decker observed.   
 
    Yasine slid her cup over toward the captain of the Farrago. 
 
    “You have it, James,” she said. “I’ve got a feeling you’re going to need it.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The journey through jump-space to Dracone was uneventful. Craglin, after some hours spent on the cramped astrogation deck with Lorelei, managed to shave off almost a week of travel by plotting a looping course that made use of a field of moon-sized asteroids. The miniature planets of broken, bare rock were large enough to exude their own gravitational pull, which Craglin used to slingshot the Farrago toward the quadrant they were aiming for even faster than their engines alone would have managed. 
 
    Craglin had been extremely smug about this. So smug in fact, that he had called Decker up to the astrogation deck just so that he could explain it all in exhausting detail to him in front of Lorelei. Decker had a feeling that this was some kind of feeble plan of Craglin’s to show off his intellectual dick in front of Lorelei—whom he had identified as being the one person on the ship who was probably smarter than he was, and therefore a rival. 
 
    “So you see, Captain Decker, mate,” Craglin expounded, “what I’ve done right, is have the navigation computer draw up a bog-standard pork-chop plot, you see?” 
 
    Decker didn’t see, but before he could point this out, Craglin had already bowled onward. 
 
    “And, as you know, mate, that’s just a run-of-the-mill graph with departure times on one axis, arrival times on the other axis, and delta-V requirements drawn as contour lines within the graph—the sort of simple calculus that any Renkides kid could knock up on the back of a napkin for you. Now, you see the areas that are crossed-out? That is the delta-V ranges that are too high for this particular space-cruiser, which means, of course,” Craglin said, turning his lascivious gaze onto Lorelei, “they’re too high for any space-cruiser.” 
 
    Decker opened his mouth to say something, but Craglin was well under his own spell now, and continued on without pause. 
 
    “Now, Captain Decker, you can see where I have crossed out the part of the graph with a travel duration that is too long for us, yeah? Well, what remains, obviously, are the possible travel paths available to us. What your humble and extremely intellectually burdened servant Craglin has managed to do is to utilize this meteor drift to—”  
 
    “Craglin,” Decker said, managing to slide a word in edgewise in the Renkiddion’s self-congratulatory rhetoric, “are you telling me that we’re going to be on Dracone sooner than we all thought?” 
 
    “Yes, Decker, that’s precisely what he’s saying,” Lorelei said. 
 
    “’Ere, hold on one minute,” Craglin protested, “I wasn’t even at the bloody best part of the—”  
 
    “Although, he has made one minor miscalculation that, should it have been corrected, might have saved us an extra four hours and forty-one minutes, the rest of his workings are sound. Well done,” Lorelei said with her uniquely crushing politeness. 
 
    Craglin started sputtering like a kettle boiling over. “Miscalculation my swollen left—” he started to say. 
 
    “Good,” Decker said. “Next time, leave out all the science mumbo jumbo, will you? I’ve not got the brain capacity, or the inclination, to deal with that shit. Keep up the good work etcetera etcetera. Too bad about that four hours and forty-one minutes though. Almost aced it.” 
 
    Decker and the rest of the crew spent the time exercising, eating, or simply hanging out. That was the beauty, and in some ways the curse, of the Farrago. The ship was in such immaculate shape that all of those fiddly little tasks that took up so much of a crews’ time on a space-cruiser that had been round the system a few times—like the Fortune—didn’t need to be done. 
 
    As far as the Fortune went, Decker had been able to get in touch with his old ship, which he had since franchised out to his former crew, with surprising ease. This was mostly due to the fact that he had surreptitiously coded in a backdoor access channel for their communications array when he still acted as captain on the Fortune, just in case he was ever faced with the kind of predicament he was in now. 
 
    Decker was also able to help Craglin and Lorelei get a fix on the Fortune’s position within the system thanks to a similar hack he had worked on his old ship’s transponder unit. 
 
    “You sure these kinds of amateurs are the sorts of people you want to invite along on a cruise into the mother of all crapnadoes?” Craglin asked Decker, once he had fixed the Fortune as a blinking blue dot on the Farrago’s holographic radar displays. 
 
    “Why do you call them amateurs?” Decker asked. 
 
    “First thing I would have done on taking over the command of a ship is swap the transponders out and then make sure I had at least four different fake transponder codes to choose from. What kind of squarehead doesn’t make sure they can disappear if they need to?” 
 
    “Probably one who trusted their old captain, and whose first thought wasn’t to steal the ship gifted to them,” Decker said evenly.  
 
    “Trust is for people who haven’t opened their eyes to the truth of this universe,” Craglin said in a sullen voice. 
 
    “And what’s that, you grouchy little ray of sunshine?” 
 
    “That the universe is full of deception,” Craglin grumbled, trying to emphasize his point by putting his feet up on the workstation in front of him, but finding that his legs were about four inches too short. 
 
    “Funny,” Lorelei said thoughtfully. “I have come to learn a lot from humanity and to think that deceiving others is what the people of your world often refer to, or call, romance.” 
 
    Decker snorted at that. “Sounds about right.” 
 
    He had only sent through a pre-recorded message to the crew of the Fortune, telling them he wanted to meet up. He had hinted, just in case the communications of the Fortune were being monitored for any reason, at a very lucrative and important job that needed doing. 
 
    He had received a reply some three hours later, which in itself meant that the Fortune was not far away. It was a curt message from the queen of curt, Celeste Ilane.  
 
    “The Fortune receives your message, Farrago,” her recorded voice said. “We’ll be there.” 
 
    And that had, as far as Decker could tell after severing the link, had been that. The little blue dot on the radar had shown that the Fortune was on an intercept course from the quadrant over from the one they were traveling in, and would meet the Farrago at the little three-dimensional marble that depicted the ice planet of Dracone. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Farrago and her crew went through the whole comfortable step-by-step routine of exiting jump-space, engaging the retrograde rockets, breaking the turbulent Dracone atmosphere, and setting down on the once-bustling hive planet without so much as a hitch. 
 
    When it came to disembarking, everyone except Lorelei, who was bound to the Farrago, and Naara, elected to accompany Decker. 
 
    “You’re sure you don’t want to join us?” Decker asked the newest addition to the crew. 
 
    Betraying just a hint of trepidation, Naara cast her eyes to one of the screens showing the docking berth they had just landed on. The snow was swirling. Around them, hooded and cloaked workers and a few travelers went about their business. 
 
    “If it’s all the same to the rest of you, I ought to stay here with Lorelei,” Naara said. “I’m close to being able to plot the location of our final sister. In the case of us having to leave quickly—”  
 
    “Always a possibility with this outfit, hon,” Rosa said. 
 
    “—it will be a good idea for us to have some definite way to go, if at all possible,” Naara finished. 
 
    Decker nodded. “That’s fine with me.” 
 
    It was too. After having spent a little time with the symbiote who governed heat and fire, he had come to realize just how much younger and inexperienced she was compared to her contemporaries. That was all well and good—everyone was green until they were seasoned—but there were times and places for gaining experience. 
 
    A meeting with a collection of the smartest, most ruthless, most conniving men and women from the corners of the quadrants was not that time or place.  
 
    Naara would only have that most basic and inherent teaching about predators ingrained into her, especially after having had to flee her homeworld. The kind of teachings that a wolf mother gave her pups instinctively, that every sentient thing with a brain worth the name felt in their guts. She’d know that if someone was threatening and bigger than her, it was probably worth getting away from that person; if they were weaker, then move hard and fast to disable them. She would know these things, but she would know nothing about how to deal with the likes of Meta Kula or Jester the Red. 
 
    The reconstruction of Dracone, the backwater hub of the Myrmidon System’s criminal classes, was well under way. Decker was pleased to see, as he and the seven other members of the Farrago’s crew marched across the windswept landing pads, that the docks were milling with workers busy making it shuttle-worthy once more. However, it was still a shadow of what it once had been. 
 
    It’s going to take a while before the creds are flowing into this place like they were before, he mused. It’ll be lean times ahead for a lot of people who are used to living a fat life. 
 
    Now, even though there was more activity than there had been when Decker and his team left—more than he might have expected there to be—if he was honest, the pads and docks were comparatively and eerily quiet. 
 
    “It might’ve changed somewhat,” Rosa said to Decker over the comms, seeming to share his thoughts, “but at least the fucking wind is still here.” 
 
    He gave his medic a sarcastic thumbs-up. Dracone’s deadly cold wind certainly hadn’t abated, nor had it lost the vigor with which it sprayed ice crystals that pattered across their chests and faceplates. 
 
    “Yep, she was once a lively planet, wasn’t she?” Craglin said, stumping along at the back of the group and speaking in a theatrically melancholy tone. “And now she lies still…” His voice perked up as he continued. “Save for one cluster of good chatter and warm banter, I hope, eh? The bloody Cateran Supper Club. Eh, Madame Yasine?” 
 
    Yasine, who had been stalking along beside Decker with her long white coat snapping in the strong gusts that tugged at them all, looked over her shoulder at the Renkiddion. 
 
    “Good chatter and warm banter? Something tells me that behind that faceplate lurks the mind of either a foolish optimist or a caustic cynic, Craglin.” 
 
    “Little bit o’ both, I reckon,” he replied. 
 
    “Pays to cover your bases in this game,” Decker murmured, leaning into a buffeting gust of wind. “Speaking of which, if things go south in this meeting and it looks like it’s going to come to blows, strike first and strike hard. Better to be the hammer than the nail.” 
 
    They were not the first to arrive at the Cateran Supper Club. Far from it.  
 
    As they walked down the long, chilly corridor that led to where the grand front doors had once proudly stood, they noticed numerous guards stationed about the place. These men and women bore the emblems, uniforms, or distinctive looks of the other guilds and collectives that had been summoned by Ziziara Yasine. 
 
    Standing out most obviously of all, and looking doubly uncomfortable into the bargain, was a contingent of GWC troopers dressed in their immaculate gray and deep green uniforms. As Decker and his party approached, they eyed the party of eight suspiciously. 
 
    “How does it feel, guys?” Rosa asked one of them cheerfully. 
 
    “How does what feel?” the female trooper asked. 
 
    “To be the fish out of water for once?” Rosa said. 
 
    The woman worked her mouth, but said nothing. She probably didn’t trust herself to keep a civil tongue in her head. 
 
    One of the other guards, a thickset man with a head as bald and white as a cue ball, stepped forward. His chin jutted aggressively, his nostrils flaring like a Carth jungle cat that smells blood. 
 
    I can see why Briggs brought him, Decker thought. He’s a dog just waiting to break his leash and start tearing at throats. The kind of dangerous thug who’s convinced that what he is doing is right and won’t stop until he’s put down. 
 
    “You better watch your fucking step, you pieces of shit,” the thickset GWC guard growled in a low, gravely voice. “There might be a truce on as of this moment, but it ain’t going to be long before you realize that the only reason you’re still breathing is because Commissioner Briggs wills it to be so.” 
 
    He leered at Apricis, Lux, Hera, and Saavi as they walked past. 
 
    Decker stopped in front of the big trooper so that he filled his vision and was forced to look into the face of the captain of the Farrago. 
 
    “What the fuck are you staring at, you—?” the GWC guard began to say. 
 
    Decker held up a single finger in front of the man’s face. To his delight, the big trooper flinched backward. 
 
    “Listen here, jackass,” Decker said quietly as the rest of his crew filed past him toward the entrance of the club. The doors had been replaced with the kind of temporary seal that could be placed over busted airlocks in zero gravity. 
 
    “Listen to me,” Decker repeated. “Trust me when I tell you that there isn’t a one of us that really understands this galaxy. Not really. We’ve got about as much sense of this system, which we’ve had the gall to name and label, as a bat does of a planet when it’s flying in the sky. Knowing that, we should all tread lightly. There’s a lot that a bat doesn’t know, but it doesn’t change the fact the world is happening to it all the same.” 
 
    “What the fuck’re you on about, prick?” the man spat. 
 
    Decker narrowed his eyes. “What I’m trying to dumb down for you is that, no matter how dumb or ignorant you are, the course of your life is changing, even if you don’t see it…” 
 
    Decker’s hand was a blur as it shot up and slammed, edgewise, into the trooper’s throat. The man dropped to his knees, gasping like a landed fish. Decker grabbed him roughly by the cheeks and slammed his head back into the wall. The man collapsed. 
 
    Decker sighed and looked around at the other GWC troopers standing open-mouthed around him. Only one of them had had the presence of mind to reach for the pulse pistol at his belt. When he saw Decker eyeing him, his hand dropped limply to his side. 
 
    “Well done,” Decker said. “Changes are coming, even if you can’t see them. Tread carefully, boys and girls.”   
 
    The Cateran Supper Club was still in a considerable state of disrepair, though it was the mess that all rooms had to pass through in order to attain the order that some architect or interior decorator with an unlimited budget foreseen for them. 
 
    Most of the faux wooden furniture had been reduced to splinters at the hands of Decker, his friends, Egil, and the GWC drones he had used to subdue Dracone, but this had been cleared up and taken away. Blood still stained the carpet in multiple places, but one of the huge chandeliers that Decker had ripped free of its moorings no longer took up pride of place in the middle of the floor. Instead, it had been removed to one side. Judging by the acetylene torches and other welding gear that lay nearby, someone hoped to repair it and return it to its pride of place. 
 
    The shattered shell of the central island bar was yet to be demolished and replaced, though the bottles and cask of liquor that had decorated its shelves had been restocked. The reason for this was immediately obvious. In the middle of the room, right under where the busted chandelier had fallen and crushed a number of mindless GWC drones, a very large circular table had been set up. 
 
    The table was set for nineteen, but only ten of the seats were filled. The remaining nine waited for the posteriors of Decker and his entourage, Yasine, and one other. 
 
    The one other was the only person already waiting in the room who was not seated. That person was Tyk Allbeard. The hefty bald man in his habitual high-collared coat was at the bar, sipping something golden from a tumbler and trying not to spill it down his shovel beard. 
 
    He was the only person who looked totally at ease, the only person who did not look like he was on the verge of pulling a hidden weapon at slightest provocation. 
 
    When he saw Decker, he raised his glass and took a generous slurp. Decker dropped his old captain a small wink. 
 
    As Decker, the four symbiotes, Craglin, and Rosa made their ways toward the table, the men and women sitting there broke into voice, as one. 
 
    “Well, would you look at who else got invited along to this ‘clandestine’ meeting,” the smallest figure at the table said. “Funny thing, but I don’t remember you being part of this little who’s-who of ours, Decker.” 
 
    “Nice to see you too, Meta,” Decker replied. 
 
    Meta glowered at him with her dark eyes. With her caramel skin and lovely black hair, the leader of the Body of Thieves was a striking woman, not made any less attractive by her diminutive size. Fools might have found it easy to overlook her and take her for granted, because of her four-foot height, but in the Myrmidon System it was well known that Meta Kula was not to be trifled with. It went without saying that none of the other members of OU would have made that mistake, nor cut her any slack. They knew she was just as dangerous and well connected as all the rest of them. 
 
    The little woman, sitting on a raised seat, wore an elegant brightly colored dress, which belied her ruthless and savvy leadership of the Body of Thieves. As she adjusted her position in her chair, Decker caught a flash of metal from under her skirts; her famous unfleshed cybernetic leg. 
 
    “Yes, I must admit that when I was invited to this exclusive little club,” said a charismatic young man with dyed green hair pulled back into a tight warrior’s tail, “I presumed that it would be a little more, um, exclusive.” He smiled apologetically. 
 
    Jester the Red’s appearance and demeanor never ceased to jar against Decker’s private expectations as to what the head of the shadowy Consociation of Hassassins should look like. Decker thought, right up until first meeting the young man, that Jester the Red would be a shadowy figure dressed in robes, whom no one knew the identity of—as suited the stereotypical idea of a master of hassassins. 
 
    The man sitting languidly in his chair though, was the new breed of hired killer. With his green hair and bone earrings, he almost looked like an anarchist. However, he was well spoken and weighed every word and was respectful. Under that veneer he was about as safe to approach and take for granted as a coiled viper. 
 
    He was young and ruthless, though he still strictly followed the ancient tenets laid down by the original hassassins thousands of years before. He could talk at length about his guild’s history, and would wax lyrically to anyone who was prepared to listen about how the Consociation of Hassassins came from a small and inconsequential galaxy called the Milky Way a hundred-thousand years before. 
 
    “Yeah, they’ll let any old riff-raff into places these days, won’t they, Jester,” Decker replied evenly, his most telling and dangerous half smile in place. 
 
    Jester the Red only beamed back in return. 
 
    There was something bewilderingly magnetic about the bastard. Perhaps it was merely his presence, or maybe it was simply being in the company of a man who knew the precise price of your life in credits down to the fractions. Whatever it was, people tended to brag about knowing Jester the Red, while awkwardly and studiously avoiding talking about his past or doing anything to annoy him. 
 
    The green dyed hair pulled back in the utilitarian tight warrior’s tail revealed a full, lived-in face. Piercing amber eyes, susceptible to a humorous glint, set appealingly within their sockets, watched delightedly over the port being displayed on the huge plexi-screen window. 
 
    Cocky, handsome bastard, Decker admitted grudgingly.  
 
    And he was a good looking son of a bitch, with his flawless ebony skin, apart from the question-mark scar beneath his cheekbone. 
 
    Decker’s eyes flicked down. He noted that the man carried his finishard proudly on a thong slung over his shoulder. 
 
    At that moment, a grossly fat man leaned forward and snared Decker’s attention. He was the leader of League of Anonymous Apothecaries, or the Pharm as it was known. 
 
    “Hello, Lamark,” Decker said. “Congratulations on still being the only man I’d recognize from thirty paces even if I’d had my eyes cut out.” 
 
    Lamark Cordova scratched irritably at the scars on his chin with a hand that was missing a couple of fingers. He tried ineffectually to push the silver, frizzy hair that hung messily over a  habitually sweaty and tense face. It looked like the kind of face that had done a lot of wincing—not surprising for someone who spent many of the early years of his life cooking up dangerous drugs, dope, junk, gear, rot, downers, uppers, and poisons. 
 
    That’s the kind of cooking where one slip or miscalculation doesn’t just result in a souffle that doesn’t rise, but a roof that does, Decker thought. 
 
    “James Decker,” he slobbered in his mournful voice. “I’d like to say it’s good to see you again, but…” 
 
    The round, dark, piggy little eyes, set far within their fleshy sockets, flicked yearningly over the contemporaries he had envied for their social skills every day of his life. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Cordova,” Decker replied, “the feeling’s mutual.” 
 
    A mess of scars reached right down from the right side of Cordova’s pale, fleshy forehead, running toward his upper lip and ending on his chin. They, along with the missing fingers, were a testament to the dangerous life an apothecary led, and an agonizing, itchy memory of foolish and inaccurate adventures done in his youth. 
 
    Craglin, who had jumped into a vacant chair and made himself comfortable, pointed a finger at the repulsive Cordova. “I see you’ve opted for the no eyebrow look, mate,” he said in his jarring, nasally voice. “Bold look.” 
 
    Before anyone else could chime in, Zizara Yasine stepped out from behind Decker’s broad back. “That, I think, is quite enough of the greetings and pleasantries, don’t you?” 
 
    The noise stopped dead. 
 
    “Lovely,” Yasine said, staring around at the gathered crew. “Shall we begin then, before the grave takes us all?” 
 
    A muscular man dressed in nondescript workman clothes, almost like a dockworker, but also wearing a velvet waistcoat, nodded once. He had not said a word since Decker and the rest had entered the room. He had a neat haircut, a stubbled jaw, and eyes that promised violence to anyone stupid enough to get in his way. 
 
    Yasine gestured at the man. “For those of you who do not know him, this is Beon Boka, the head of the illustrious Bootlegger’s Guild.” 
 
    The man looked around the table but did not offer a single syllable in greeting. 
 
    “Boka is a quiet man,” Yasine said. “He prefers to say nothing and listen to others. He will speak when spoken to, something which it might behoove some of us to emulate, yes?“ 
 
    “Yeah, but he only speaks in grunting short sentences, as short as he can get away with,” said another woman at the far end of the table. She had an exotic accent, unique to the inhabitants of the planet Gnilles 5, where they apparently had given up pronouncing their H’s and had swapped them out for vowels. 
 
    Decker had made an effort of not looking in this particular woman’s direction, simply because he did not want to get distracted. The leader of the Chem-runners United Confederation, or the Pharm Shop for short, was notoriously gorgeous. 
 
    “Thank you, Miss Ries,” Yasine said patiently. 
 
    Nelly Ries crooked her perfect lips in a smirk that would have had even the most devout of monks cracking an erection a torchship could tether to. She had a shaved head and was dressed in a tailored pinstripe suit. 
 
    She is probably the most unpredictable and dangerous one of the gathered cartel heads here, Decker thought. Except for Zizara Yasine, of course. 
 
    With big green eyes and tanned skin, Nelly was not only stunningly gorgeous but as ruthless a businesswoman as ever wielded a pen—or a laz-blade. Her beauty had gotten her far, and she wielded it like a master gunslinger wields a carbine. 
 
    Nelly was in charge of the drug-running trade, a piece of business that was probably looked on as the seediest of the seedy by the other members of the Official Unsanctioned. While the other guilds have rules, of a sort, the Chem-runners United Confederation, or Pharm Shop, only cared about hooking as many people as they could on their products and milking as much profit out of them as possible before their addictions killed them. 
 
    “Let’s get on with it, then,” Commissioner Briggs snapped. She was in her usual uniform of office, the short white cloak draped over the back of her chair. She banged one of her meaty fists on the table, and the effect was like that of a gavel bringing order to the court. 
 
    Everyone took their seats and made themselves comfortable. Across from Decker sat his old crew—Viola Larson, amiable Girrath, Croaker, the big figure of Witi Hohepa, and Celeste Iltane. 
 
    They exchanged nods, but Decker signaled that they should save any catch-ups for after the meeting. 
 
    “Thank you, Commissioner,” Yasine said politely. “Now, before I get Captain Decker here to explain why he—and why we all—are here, there is just one piece of business that I need to take care of.” 
 
    Yasine turned to Jester the Red. The young, handsome man smiled wolfishly at the black-eyed woman. 
 
    “And what can I do for you, Zizara Yasine, head of the Unofficial Consortium of Bounty Hunters?” he asked. 
 
    So, she has been guiding the consortium! Now that he came to think about it, it made perfect sense. As much as his pride had been stung when he discovered that there was a leader of the Unofficial Consortium of Bounty Hunters—and that it was not him—Yasine having the honor was tolerable. 
 
    “I want to ask you, OU member to OU member, whether or not the Consociation of Hassassins have taken a commission on the crew of the ship called the Farrago?” Yasine asked. 
 
    “We have,” Jester the Red said. 
 
    “I would like to ask you, whether you might rescind that hit?” Yasine said. “When I tell you that it has been offered to you by the enemy that is an enemy to us all, I think you will agree that fulfilling the contract is not in the best interests of—”  
 
    Jester the red chuckled good-naturedly and shook his head. “Ah, Miss Yasine, I will consider your request when, and only when, I have heard why it is we are here. If the contract does not conform to my guild’s beliefs, then I will, of course, renege on it. Until then”—his amber eyes latched onto Decker’s—“the contract is only momentarily suspended in good faith.” 
 
    Yasine looked like she might have wanted to argue, but refrained. Decker was glad. There was far more at stake in this meeting than just his life. 
 
    “Very well, Decker,” Yasine said. “Take it away, if you please.” 
 
    Decker poured himself a drink of water, took a gulp, and got to his feet.  
 
    “Right,” he said. “This then, is where we stand—not just as a people, or a city, or a planet, but as a species.” 
 
    “Buckle up, kids,” Craglin said loudly, hopping down from his chair and making his way to the bar. “It’s going to be a bumpy ride!” 
 
    Decker launched into his story of what had happened to him from the moment Yasine had taken him into her office and laid the bounty on Lorelei out in front of him. He recounted as much of the adventures that he and his crew had found themselves swept up in, omitting only those parts directly associated with the symbiotes keys and the hidden treasure vault. 
 
    He explained at length about their enemy, Egil, and what his motivations were. He knew that convincing the members of the OU, especially Commissioner Briggs, that this being was a genuine threat was the key part of this narrative. None of them would give a shit about saving the symbiote race, but helping to take down a threat to their own skins was something else entirely. 
 
    He told them all about the power that Egil wielded, about how they would have been able to see the extent of the might the single being could conjure, if it hadn’t been for the fact that the bastard’s corporeal demise had coincided with a massive EMP spike that had fried most of Dracone’s more basic electronic systems. 
 
    The fall of Thrax was clearly a part of the story that captured much of his audience’s attention. Shuffling and fidgeting stopped, and the amount of sardonic and disbelieving expressions around the table lessened. 
 
    All in all, once Decker finally came to the end of his tale, he was fairly confident that he had captured the imaginations of all those that were listening to him. Certainly, the crew of the Fortune were looking at him with rapt serious faces, as were Meta Kula and Nelly Ries. Tyk Allbeard had been holding his half full tumbler to his lips for going on five minutes without so much as a sip. Even Jester the Red’s usual smile had been replaced with a variety of thoughtful pouts. 
 
    Decker thought that the point he had been trying to drive home—namely, that they were all screwed with a capital F if they didn’t band together—had been understood by all. 
 
    Which is when Lamark Cordova hauled himself to his feet. 
 
    The stench radiating off the robed man was putrid; a chemical stink wrapped in body odor that almost had a life of its own. When the boss of the League of Anonymous Apothecaries opened his mouth to speak, Decker was not surprised to hear that it was to voice his opinion that he was not hearing or believing what Decker was saying. 
 
    “Captain Decker,” he said, in a condescending tone that would have got the heckles up on even the most peace-loving citizen, “I am a man of science. All of this, all of what you are saying, it all sounds so ridiculous and utterly fanciful that I am convinced that it must be some strange trick that you and Madame Yasine here have cooked up between you.” 
 
    The fat man looked around at the other people gathered at the table. His speech had left the sweat standing on his pale forehead. He wiped a bit of spittle from the corner of his mouth. 
 
    “Do the rest of you not think that this bounty hunter,” and he spoke the words with the type of venom saved only for mother-in-laws and tax collectors, “is trying to pull the wool over our eyes. What is this nonsense about powers yet to be discovered by even the keenest minds, powers that he can’t even begin to explain the origin of?” 
 
    Decker could feel a tic going in his temple. 
 
    “He is a liar!” slobbered Cordova. “Nothing more than a hunter of men!” 
 
    Decker looked across at Saavi and the rest of the symbiotes. All of them were staring at him with the same sanguine expression. Only Apricis, who had taken most smoothly to the ways of humankind, looked pissed off. 
 
    “I don’t know where he dredged these similarly attired tarts of his,” Cordova said, “but I do not call them proof of anything! I am a scientist, and proof is—”  
 
    Decker held up his hand and used his cogency to lift the sloppy slobbering Cordova off his feet. He raised him high into the air. The man kicked his weak legs, sending his capacious robes to billowing. He let out a wheezy little mewl of fear as Decker held him struggling in the air, rotating him like the most disgusting rotisserie chicken imaginable.  
 
    Then, with a thought fueled by frustration and anger, Decker flipped the enormous man over so that his robes fell over his head, revealing a disgustingly stained white-gray bio-suit. 
 
    “Yuck,” Rosa said. 
 
    “There are some things a man isn’t meant to see,” Croaker rasped sagely from across the table. 
 
    Decker wasn’t sure if he was talking about a man being lifted into the air by another man’s mind, or the state of Cordova’s bio-suit. 
 
    “Enough!” the fat man squawked. 
 
    “Seconded,” Decker said, and he let him plummet. 
 
    Lamark Cordova must have weighed all of three-hundred and fifty pounds. The table beneath him never stood a chance. 
 
    “Captain Decker,” Jester the Red said, over the furious garbled swearing of Cordova trying to extricate himself from the ruins of the table, “I for one believe your story. I am happy to call off the contract on your head.”  
 
    After the meeting of the slightly expanded Official Unsanctioned had been so assuredly broken up, Decker conversed with Briggs. The Commissioner grudgingly promised him her support. 
 
    “So long as once this is cleared up, and we have taken care of this Egil prick, we sit down and iron out some new understandings between all of us,” she said. 
 
    “You’ll have to take that up with Yasine,” Decker said. “Once this is done, I’m retiring.” 
 
    Briggs shot Decker a funny look and snorted. “No, you won’t, Decker. Pains in the ass like you don’t retire. More’s the pity.” 
 
    Afterward, the crew of the Fortune took the opportunity to press a nice chunk of credits into Decker’s metaphorical hands. 
 
    “That’s your cut of the jobs we’ve taken on, cap,” Croaker rasped, swiping his omni-com over Decker’s to transfer the funds. 
 
    “Been busy, have you?” Decker asked. 
 
    “Shit, bro,” Witi Hohepa said, looming about a foot over Decker, “business has been good.” 
 
    “How’s the Fortune?” Decker asked. “I miss the old girl.” 
 
    Viola laughed and punched Decker on the arm. “I bet you don’t miss fixing her ass though, do you?” 
 
    Decker snorted. “You better tell me what you’ve been up to.” 
 
    “How about over a drink?” Girrath said. 
 
    “Great idea, old man,” Rosa said teasingly to the gray-haired astrogation officer. 
 
    “And we can fill you in on your new legend,” Celeste Ilane said, laughing softly. 
 
    “Oh shit, yeah, I forgot about that!” Croaker chuckled. “Decker the Daring!” 
 
    Decker was just readying himself for a good old catch up, and a glimpse into his old crew’s latest adventures when the mood was shattered. 
 
    “Well,” Croaker said, “as rumor has it Decker the Daring has a harem of—”  
 
    Croaker’s voice tailed off abruptly as a juddering tremor made the earth quake. From outside, booming down the passageways of the subterranean port city and making the ice under the transparent spray-on insulation crack in places, a ripping sound emanated from the sky above. 
 
    While the others leapt to their feet—some of them no doubt suspecting treachery of some kind—Decker rushed to the massive plexi-glass window. 
 
    The window projected the view supplied by a camera fastened to the outer wall of one of the hillsides into which the honeycomb of passages had been burrowed. It gave a spectacular view of the port of Dracone and the gas giant that floated beside it, but it was not the port or the neighboring planet that seized Decker’s gaze. 
 
    He had heard that noise before. It was ingrained on his soul now. If his brain had been a dictionary of sorts, that sound would have been filed straight under the term ‘impending doom’ or ‘trouble’ or, more likely still, ‘shitstorm’. 
 
    The other members of the party, of the clandestine group known as the Official Unsanctioned, walked slowly up to stand beside Decker. 
 
    “Well,” said the voice of the diminutive Meta Kula from somewhere around Decker’s elbow, “I suppose that backs up what you’ve been saying.” 
 
    Outside, men and women dressed in rugged outdoor gear, masks, and breathers, were sprinting for cover all across the port. It was a herd reaction. They were, in actual fact, not fleeing from any tangible threat. There was the great din and the shuddering ground, yes, but no amount of running was going to help them escape that. 
 
    Jester the Red chuckled merrily from somewhere along the line. “I don’t think there was any need for quite such a dramatic demonstration, Zizara Yasine. Although, I’ll be the first to admit that it’s been too long since I have caught such a show!” 
 
    “It’s not us, Jester,” Yasine replied curtly. 
 
    “It is Egil,” Hera said in a hushed voice.  
 
    Above them, visible through the haze of icy clouds that shrouded Dracone’s troposphere, the weak sun, Agali, shone like a burnished disc of silver. And, in the middle of it, the once-sealed portal’s seams slowly unraveled, like a faint puckered scar whose stitches were inexorably peeling off. 
 
    The muscles in Decker’s jaw writhed. He cursed inwardly. 
 
    “Egil’s arrival,” Saavi intoned in her deep voice, “looks like it might be sooner than we expected or feared.” 
 
    “There’s an old Ik’at saying, you know,” Jester the Red said, in his incongruously amiable tone. “It goes, ‘It’s never too late to panic’.” 
 
    Craglin started making the wheezing, hacking, sucking sound which constituted laughing from the Renkiddion. 
 
    “We knew a Ik’at like that,” he spluttered. “Knew him right up until this Egil fella ripped his way into his mind and took over his body! Ah, he would have liked that—the saying, I mean, not his grisly fate. He could’ve got it tattooed on his ass!” 
 
    Jester the Red glanced down at the Renkiddion with a slightly bemused expression, then took a half step away from him. 
 
    “Bloody hell, but don’t you think that us all bandin’ together like one big, happy delinquent family might not arouse Egil’s suspicion just a bit?” the Renkiddion wheezed. “I mean, I know the old boy’s completely wackadoo, but what if he somehow cottons onto what we’re doing and decides to up the ante in some way?” 
 
    “That’s the gamble,” Apricis said. 
 
    A bitter snort of laughter sounded from the end of the line. Decker turned his head and saw the stunning, shaven-headed countenance of Nelly Ries regarding the breaking star above them with her liquid green eyes. 
 
    “We’re breaking the cardinal rule, then,” she said in her huskily exotic voice. “The cardinal rule that all of us here follow, whether we acknowledge it or not.” 
 
    “And what’s that, green eyes?” Commissioner Briggs asked in a caustic voice. 
 
    Decker thought that Nelly’s raw beauty offended the pug-faced head of the Galactic Watch Committee more than any of the other women present. 
 
    “That you never take a gamble,” Nelly Ries said softly, “that you aren’t prepared to lose.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Decker’s crew, joined by the crew of the Fortune, sat in the galley of the Farrago while the ever-constant winds that made Dracone such a byword for frigid hostility howled around them.  
 
    Nobody spoke. Decker liked that. That nobody was speaking told him that people were doing some serious thinking. Even Craglin was quiet. The Renkiddion was staring into his steaming mug of coffee—into which he hadn’t tipped so much as a dram of his engineer shop-distilled liquor—with his thick brows drawn down. 
 
    He looked over at Lorelei, who was standing with her back to one of the bulkheads and watching the members of Decker’s old crew with interest. The blonde symbiote caught his eye and gave him a slow, knowing wink. 
 
    She was thinking that she had fallen in with a hell of a crowd, Decker guessed. Well, shit, she might be right, but I’d have a strong argument to say the same. 
 
    “Well,” Croaker rasped at last, swirling the coffee around in his cup as if he hoped he might be able to divine the future in it. 
 
    Rosa raised her head when there was nothing else forthcoming from the Fortune’s engineer. 
 
    “Well what?” she asked. 
 
    Croaker stirred. Decker got the impression that the ginger haired man hadn’t been aware that he had spoken aloud. 
 
    “Well,” he drawled, “I guess that whatever’s coming down the shipping lane next ain’t going to be boring, is it?” 
 
    This got a few chuckles. Violet Larson, communication specialist on the Fortune, shook her head and ran her fingers through the braids in her long dark hair. 
 
    Girrath shook his balding head so that his scantily covered pate gleamed in the LEDs of the galley. “Yes,” he said, in his unquenchably cheery voice. “Yes, I think you’ve hit the nail on the head with that observation, Croaker.” He crossed his short legs, which didn’t even touch the deck, and sighed. Girrath had been born and raised on the lesser moon of some terrestrial planet with relatively high gravity and had the squat stature to match.  
 
    “Yep, none of it’s been boring so far,” Craglin said. “Hasn’t been what you might call sensible either—none of it.” 
 
    “Yes, but I must admit that there is something about the ill-considered follies that this crew of the Farrago have been a part of that I’ve found undeniably… exhilarating,” Apricis said. 
 
    Decker snorted at that. Rosa laughed. 
 
    “Look at that, love,” Craglin quipped. “A symbiote coming over to the dark side. The sensible course of action, which I will admit I’ve been dragged into on a couple of my more sober occasions, has always proved more boring to me than the times when I’m flying by the seat of my bio-suit.” 
 
    “Grudgingly I will have to admit that Craglin speaks the truth, a little,” Saavi cut in. “That is to say, sometimes, there is a lot more… invigoration when it comes to certain types of irrational and illogical actions.” 
 
    “The likes of which, it seems to me, that this company excel at landing themselves in,” Lorelei said. 
 
    Witi Hohepa, who had played the unofficial role of cook on the Fortune when Decker had still been in command of it, was inspecting the food fabricator with great interest. When he heard Lorelei’s words, he let out a loud bark of good-natured laughter. 
 
    “Ha!” the big man said. “Nothing’s changed there, then.” 
 
    “I swear, Captain Decker, I didn’t realize what a giant shit-magnet you were until you left the Fortune—no offense meant,” the hard-bitten Celeste Iltane said. 
 
    “Oh yeah, none taken,” Decker said blandly. “Why would I take offense to being called a shit-magnet?” 
 
    “I just meant that, for a guy who’s renowned for being one of the straightest edges in the Unofficial Consortium of Bounty Hunters, you sure did attract a hell of a lot of trouble,” Celeste replied. 
 
    “Was that an apology?” Decker asked as Witi started chortling again. “Because, if it was, it’s one of the worst ones I’ve ever heard.” 
 
    Witi laughed harder and turned back from his study of the food fabricator. “I think what Celeste is getting at, Captain, bro, is that for all your good intentions, retrospectively, we spent a lot of our time in firefights.” 
 
    “That’s not completely tr—” Decker started to say hastily. 
 
    “Hmmm,” Rosa said meaningfully. 
 
    “Okay, look,” Decker said, “it’s not like I went out looking for trouble.” 
 
    “Nah, but you must have been wearing a tracking beacon or some shit, Captain Decker,” Croaker said, joining in with the building mirth that seemed to be infusing the galley air, “because trouble seemed to know where you were going to be most of the time.” 
 
    “It was just… Look, it was just one of those things where it seemed like every time I made a fucking plan, something happened to change it, that’s all,” Decker replied.  
 
    “As I’ve had cause to note when standing in many an alleyway, life can be a twisting stream sometimes,” Craglin said. 
 
    “Stuff like that happens when you’re traveling in the most hostile environment known to humanity,” Decker snapped. 
 
    “There you go with that humanity bullshit again, mate,” Craglin said, shooting Decker a grin that Decker would’ve liked to slap off his rosy, misshapen face. “There’s more to this system than humans you know. Don’t make me launch into one of my favorite monologues; the one concerned with just how technologically behind you lot are when compared to, say, the Renkiddions.” 
 
    Decker rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Okay, I get it, I get it,” he said, holding up his hands. “Ha-ha-ha, old Decker tries to live a professional life in which keeping his head down and out of trouble often leads him straight into the thick of it. I get it, I get it.” 
 
    Even as he spoke, he noticed how his old crew and his new crew were exchanging comradely winks and knowing grins. He might’ve been the butt of this bit of good-natured ribbing, but Decker recognized some morale building when he saw it and he wasn’t going to stand in its way. 
 
    “We lost more than a few girls and boys over the years,” he pointed out, hoping to remind everyone just what stakes they were playing for here: the highest. 
 
    “Yeah, but that’s the nature of the trade, ain’t it, Captain?” Croaker said casually. He had pulled the pack of cards that he was never without from a pocket and was shuffling them with the unthinking skill of the degenerate gambler. “No one becomes a bounty hunter because they think they’re going to live to see a hundred and fifty, do they?” 
 
    “And yeah, we’ve lost a few, bro. Some that deserved it plenty and some that didn’t,” Witi said. 
 
    “Some you were sad to see put in the ground and some you weren’t,” Celeste chimed in. 
 
    “Not that dying ain’t a sad thing,” Croaker said, spinning a card around in his fingers and then disappearing it into the pack. “Loss of life always is, in my opinion.” 
 
    “Except if you owe them money, eh, Croaker?” Violet said. 
 
    Croaker wiped his nose on the back of his sleeve. “There is that,” he admitted. 
 
    “But those lives—any lives—are lost for good when they are lost, Captain Decker,” Girrath said, then added almost apologetically. “You were always very quick to remind us of that.” 
 
    “Don't go seeking vengeance,” Craglin said, giving Decker an appraising look as he stroked his scruffy mustaches. “That’s a good nugget of wisdom to remember, mate, if you’re sober enough. There’s always more pressing business, like finding the next barman that’ll extend a Renkiddion a line of credit.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I always tried to drill in the inadvisability of trying to repay pain with pain,” Decker grunted. “Never got anyone I ever knew anywhere, and if it did, it was a place they didn’t want to be.” 
 
    “And yet here we find ourselves,” Celeste Iltane said. “Sitting in the galley of some fucking spaceship from another world that no one ever heard about even when it existed.” 
 
    “What we’re sitting here to decide has nothing to do with vengeance,” Decker pointed out, blowing the steam from his coffee. He looked around at Lorelei, Hera, Apricis, Saavi, Lux, and their newest symbiote addition, Naara. “Leastways, it’s not vengeance for anyone who’s not of the symbiote persuasion.” 
 
    The banter had died. The crews were exchanging glances at one another.  
 
    “And Milenides still exists,” Hera said quietly, her dark eyes fixed on Celeste. 
 
    Celeste had the good grace to nod and say, “Apologies. I just meant that it might have been your home once, but from what we’ve heard, you are the only seven remaining. A planet without a people… It’s not the same as it once was. It’s just a rock.” 
 
    Hera held her gaze for a long moment. For a few seconds, Decker thought that the symbiote woman might be tossing up the idea of whether to throw down. 
 
    “Perhaps you are right,” she said at last. 
 
    Decker felt himself unclench a little. 
 
    “Yes, p-p-perhaps you make a fair point,” Lux blurted, chattering in that unique way she had where it sounded like her lips could not form the words inside of her head fast enough. “Yes. Yes. B-but also, home is not a number. Home is not even a place. Home is a—it’s a—it’s a feeling. Freedom and love and care don’t diminish along with a population count. A key question is not how many can possibly survive within a certain system, but what kind of existence is possible for those who have to survive in it.” 
 
    Witi glanced at Decker and then at Rosa. The big Islander was one of the toughest, no-nonsense sons of bitches that Decker had ever worked with, but he was no philosopher. 
 
    Or so Decker had thought. 
 
    “And that means that you’ll fight for Milenides ‘til the last one is left, right?” he asked. 
 
    “No, it means that we’ll fight until the last of us falls,” Lorelei said. 
 
    “And that’s why we were hired,” Decker said. “We were hired to help these women get their home back. That was the primary objective.” 
 
    “But what you’re asking us to help with now, this is extracurricular,” Croaker rasped, clearing his perpetually scratchy throat with a swig of coffee. 
 
    “That’s right,” Rosa said, thumping the table to emphasize her point. 
 
    “Now, as you’ve heard, we’ve got this grade-A nutjob looming out of the past,” Decker said. Every face was turned to him now. “He’s the one who’s currently pulling apart the star that keeps this hunk of ice and rock alive. Egil can do that kind of shit. And any being who can tear a fucking star in half just so that he gets into our universe is one that all right-thinking people have an obligation to go out and stop. Don’t you think so?” 
 
    There was a murmur of grim agreement at this. Decker was glad of that. If there had been anyone present who was not prepared to fight for the fate of the fucking universe, he would have booted them out of an airlock without so much as giving them the chance to get a breather and a pair of wooly gloves on. 
 
    “So, we’re all in agreement that we’re going to do everything we can in order to stop this psycho before he gains access to our world, right?” Decker growled. 
 
    Another chorus of agreement. 
 
    “There aren’t too many space travelers I’d follow into a mess like this, Captain Decker,” Violet Larson said, “but you’re one of them.” 
 
    “I find myself seconding that sentiment,” came the voice of Zizara Yasine. 
 
    The woman who had declared that she had been the unannounced head of the Unofficial Consortium of Bounty Hunters had been leaning in a hatchway and watching the discussion with a wry smile. To his consternation, now that he noticed her presence, Decker clocked that she was looking at him. He had an uncomfortable notion that she had been watching him for a while. 
 
    “That’s, ah, very, um, nice of you to say, Madame Yasine,” Decker said. 
 
    Yasine’s mouth curled upward even more, from what might have been a (very alluring and pretty) smirk to a fully-fledged smile.   
 
    “Was it nice?” she asked. “I rather thought that I was ensuring that you, and the others here, understood that you, James, were the unopposed leader of this company and the expedition it’s going to have to go on.” 
 
    “There is no one else I would rather follow, Captain Decker,” Lorelei said loyally at once. 
 
    Decker let out a little internal sigh. 
 
    He really wasn’t sure how he had managed to propagate this reputation for himself. Yeah, he was a captain and, as such, the crew under him had to obey his orders and voyage to the corners of the Myrmidon System that he picked, on the jobs he accepted.  
 
    But he’d really only become a captain because he’d grown tired of sailing the stars under Tyk Allbeard—as tired of that as he suspected Tyk had been of being captain of the Fortune. It had been the natural progression of a career spent on the wrong side of what passed for law in the Myrmidon System. 
 
    So far as Decker could see it, the only prerequisite that he had for being the head honcho on this kind of expedition was that he had managed to survive longer than most anyone else. 
 
    When he mentioned this, Yasine cocked her gorgeous head to one side and gave him a vaguely pitying smile. 
 
    “Oh, James, if I didn’t know you and the fact that such behavior is in no way your style, I’d almost be tempted to think you were angling for a compliment,” Yasine said. 
 
    Darker gave her a look. 
 
    “It is, I feel, a persistent flaw in other people’s otherwise practical and prudent characters that they believe, against all corroboration, that I’m a person of many talents,” he said slowly, speaking just to Yasine, though the others listened on. 
 
    “Which you are,” Yasine said. 
 
    “True,” Craglin interjected. “I’ve seen you threaten someone whilst drinking, then beat the shit out of them before being knocked out yourself. Multi-talented is the word I’d use. It’s how I’ve been describin’ myself for years, mate.” 
 
    “Craglin?” Rosa said, without looking at the Renkiddion. 
 
    “Darlin’?” Craglin said. 
 
    “Shut the fuck up for a tick,” Rosa said. 
 
    “Okie dokie,” Craglin said, without rancor.   
 
    “I learned at the elbow of Tyk Allberad how to be a professional survivor. I’m not trying to be self-deprecating or anything, but the only reason that I’m captain of this vessel right now, and the Fortune before it, is purely because I’d reached a point in my star-sailing and bounty-hunting career that left me with nowhere to go but to the captain’s chair—not to mention a pigheaded reluctance to try working as anything else, and a pretty lucky hand of cards.” 
 
    “The jury is still out about that hand of cards,” Apricis said. “Or so I have been led to believe from all the rumors,” she added, smiling.  
 
    Decker looked at the red haired and green eyed symbiote, with the splash of freckles across her nose and the tattoos snaking up her arms and neck. She was a stunner, all right. She was also getting more human by the day. 
 
    “What I’m driving at is that any of the men or women gathered in this room, with the possible exception of our token Renkiddion, has the grit to be a captain. All I’ve ever done was survive,” Decker said. “There was never any thought out courage in any of it.” 
 
    “Yes, but sometimes just to live in the face of adversity is courage of a sort,” Yasine said. “And it is that ‘unthinking’ courage, as you call it, that you have in such quantities.” 
 
    “Cap, just get over it,” Rosa said, grinning around at the others. “You took this job for the reward and the money it promised, and now you, the one man fit for the job, is in a position to save the universe.” 
 
    “Oh, no pressure then,” Decker snorted. 
 
    Rosa’s smile faded. Her piercing blue gaze bore into Decker’s face. 
 
    “You’ve got hidden depths, Captain,” she said. “And a lot of people are going to need you to plumb them.” 
 
    Decker sighed inwardly again. He knew he had hidden depths. 
 
    “There’s nothing in them that I’d like to see bob to the surface, Hawkes,” he said, half jokingly. “Lot of things down there would be better left lying.” 
 
    “Cap,” Rosa said, the last vestige of that crooked grin, which Decker realized he had come to very much enjoy seeing throughout the day, slipping away. “Everyone has got that sort of stuff inside of them. Against this Egil motherfucker, I think we’re going to need it.”  
 
    “Your name is on the side of the ship, Captain Decker,” Yasine said, trying to hide her victorious and knowing smile, but not trying to hide it that much. 
 
    “So, now that all that boring bullshit is sorted out and we find ourselves back where we started,” Craglin said. “What’s our course?” 
 
    Decker pursed his lips and looked over at Lorelei. 
 
    “It’s imperative, as far as I see it, that we need to find the seventh—and final—symbiote,” Lorelei said. 
 
    Decker’s gaze switched to Naara, who was sitting quietly between Saavi and Hera. The symbiote of all things heat and fire looked around the group, her smoldering eyes lingering a little on Croaker, who had a look on his face that Decker recognized as a man who had just fallen hard and fast. 
 
    “Yes, I second this,” Naara said. “Once we find our last sundered sister, we will have everything we need to go to the vault.” 
 
    “I thought we needed to make this star-killing gentleman’s life a living hell first?” Girrath asked. 
 
    “Yes,” came Saavi’s mellifluous voice, “that is true. Realistically though, all we can hope to do currently is, as we did when he hijacked the body of the unfortunate Ik’at, delay any move he makes on this universe. We cannot defeat him for good. Not without—” 
 
    “Heading to Milenides and checking out what’s in this vault of yours,” Celeste interrupted. 
 
    Saavi bowed her head in acknowledgement. 
 
    “And what’s in this vault?” Croaker asked. 
 
    Decker saw the light change in the man’s eyes, as it peeled off of the lovely sight of Naara and her sun-kissed skin, to the inner view of mounds of riches and alien loot the likes of which he could, knowing Croaker, scarcely imagine. 
 
    They’re a good bunch, but they’re no saints, Decker mused. I wouldn’t have hired them if they had been. And the promise of treasure is, well, the promise of treasure. It’s something that calls to the little girls and boys in all of us. 
 
    “Weapons?” Celeste Iltane speculated. “Alien tech?” 
 
    “Ore?” Violet threw out. 
 
    “Nah, software and tools the likes of which we ain’t ever seen!” Croaker muttered. 
 
    “In truth,” Lorelei said, her voice rising gently up and quashing the rising conjecture, “none of the symbiotes here have set foot inside the vault, and therefore cannot say with any surety what lies within it.” 
 
    This declaration was met with some mightily befuddled looks. 
 
    “Um, excuse me for asking, miss,” Girrath said, “but, if you don’t know what’s in the vault, how is it that you know that going back to your home planet will help us in any way?” 
 
    “Why else would the seven of us have been specifically spared?” Hera asked. 
 
    “I’d assume to keep the knowledge of your world alive,” Violet pointed out. 
 
    “Yes, there’s that,” Lux conceded. “B-but it’s worth considering that we were not only vouched for the technology and knowledge that needed to be reunited, but we were also tasked with keeping something else safe, and then bringing that thing back together when the time was right—whenever that time might be.” 
 
    “And what’s that?” Croaker asked. 
 
    “That’s damn well obvious, isn’t it, Croaker?” Decker said mildly. “If you just put a pin in your avarice for a moment and had a think. What does a vault need to fulfill its purpose?” 
 
    Croaker’s brow furrowed. Then it cleared. 
 
    “A key,” he said. 
 
    “A fucking key,” Decker said, nodding. “Well done, man.” 
 
    “But what could be in there, in the vault, that is important enough to have it locked away and have the key broken into seven pieces?” Rosa asked the symbiotes. 
 
    Lorelei stared at the ceiling of the galley pensively. 
 
    “All I know is what is written in our lore, in the data storage towers, of which only a segment is kept aboard this ship,” Lorelei said. “Those writings and data files say that some tool or device was used to carve and mold the universe as you know it.” 
 
    There was a brief moment of silence.  
 
    Violet Larson let out a good-natured snort. “Come on,” she said. “Are you for real? In some vault on your home-world you’re telling me that there’s something that, essentially, is a fucking universe sculptor? A three-dimensional printer for popping out galaxies, or something?” 
 
    Before this statement could earn any more quips from the Fortune crew, Decker held up his hand. 
 
    With only the merest flicker of thought, he used his cogency to pluck the empty coffee cup from the still chuckling Violet’s hand and draw it, spinning gently, into the middle of the group. 
 
    Violet’s laughter faded on her lips as the other members of the Fortune watched the impossible thing that Decker was doing, while Decker held her eyes with his curiously mismatched ones. 
 
    “Something I’ve learned since we took this mission, Larson,” Decker said, “is that what is considered impossible is just someone else’s opinion.” 
 
    Larson swallowed but didn’t answer. 
 
    “I’ve seen a lot of crazy shit since boarding the Farrago. A lot of stuff that has made me question the very definition of ‘impossible’,” Decker said. “Shit, it feels like I’ve only been going a few days before my interpretation of what is ‘beyond the realm of possibility’ is thrown on its head.” 
 
    Rosa let out a hollow laugh. “Ditto,” she said as she whipped out a hand and snatched the cup from mid-air. 
 
    “I believe in Lorelei and the rest of these symbiote ladies,” Decker continued, “and therefore I believe that there’s something in this vault of theirs—something important enough to be locked away, like you say Girrath, and have the key broken into seven pieces.” 
 
    Decker let out a long breath, then drained his coffee. It was stone cold. 
 
    “Without sounding too much like a typical asshole captain, I’ve decided that we need to get to Milenides ASAP,” he said. 
 
    “ASAP as in…?” Rosa asked. 
 
    “As in warm up the fusion reactors because we’re going to be floating about in the sweet embrace of microgravity in two shakes of a lamb’s cock,” Decker said. 
 
    “I ain’t sure that’s the expression, Captain,” Croaker said, ever helpful. 
 
    “No? Well you can fill me in the correct idiom over comms while we’re in transit to Milenides,” Decker replied. 
 
    “We’re coming too, bro?” Witi rumbled. 
 
    “Damn right. What did you think this was, fucking coffee and book club?” Decker said. 
 
    Witi grinned. 
 
    “No, that’s next week,” Decker said blithely. “Right now I’ll be needing us all to leave for Milenides immediately.” 
 
    “Just like old times,” Croaker said, rising to his feet, along with the rest of the Fortune’s crew. 
 
    “Just like old times,” Decker said. 
 
    “Just like back when the air was clean and the sex was dirty,” Craglin slipped in, earning a laugh or two from a couple of the Fortune’s crew. 
 
    “Maybe not that old,” Decker pointed out. 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen,” Lorelei said. 
 
    The crew of the Fortune stopped what they were doing. Everyone looked at Lorelei. 
 
    “This is… an important mission,” the elfin blonde said. 
 
    This struck Decker as being a little bit on the obvious side for Lorelei. He had an inkling she was angling to say something else, so he held up a finger to stop Girrath asking whatever question he had been about to voice. 
 
    “For the obvious reason, the future of the universe, of course,” Lorelei continued. “But also…” 
 
    She frowned at her feet and then looked around at the gathered humans as well as the rest of her symbiote kin. Her eyes lingered on the faces of Hera, Lux, Naara, Saavi, and Apricis. 
 
    “We survived,” she said simply. “We survived the genocide of Milenides—of the symbiote people.” 
 
    Saavi placed her hand on Lorelei’s forearm; a strengthening gesture. 
 
    “There is only us now,” Lorelei continued. “There is now, apart from the final sister we are setting out to find, not a single person outside of this star-cruiser left in this great wide galaxy, either friend or relative or lover, who knew who we once were. No one who remembers our long and sunny childhoods, or the early mischief we made, or the specific and private family lore.” 
 
    The galley had gone dead quiet, so that the only sound was the gentle hum of the environmental systems. Decker, glancing over at Craglin, saw that even the notoriously boisterous Renkiddion had been subdued into solemn thoughtfulness. 
 
    “Not a single one of any of our blood siblings survived, none of our closest companions who could tease us about our first mishaps, misdeeds, or mistakes,” Lorelei said, squeezing Saavi’s hand. 
 
    Decker saw Lux and Naara exchange looks. Just for a second he saw the unbelievably stoical facade that all the symbiotes showed the world slip. He saw the pain under the veneer. The agony and being the last of their kind. The fury they felt.  
 
    “We have no family or friends with whom any of us can be nostalgic about times gone by,” Lorelei said. “All of those things, those chapters we wrote in the tablets of our lives—educational achievements, illnesses overcome, friendships lost and found, griefs swallowed—are all gone.” 
 
    Decker, feeling like a total ass, had never stopped to consider this aspect of being the last of your race. Here they were, these six fascinating, beautiful, dangerous, and clever women, who had been picked by their selfless elders to go on living. That sounded like a good deal, of course, but so few others to share the history of an entire world with, it must seem awfully, crushingly lonely at times. 
 
    “Sometimes, when I was younger, I thought to myself that I might sometimes like the slate to be wiped—to erase stupid mistakes I had made, or hurts I had caused,” Lorelei said. 
 
    She shook her beautiful head bitterly, but when she raised her head and opened her eyes, they were as hard and clear and cold as sapphires. 
 
    “But, genocide means not just mass murder, to the level of extermination, but mass eradication to the verge of extinction,” she said. “We were almost vanished without a trace.” 
 
    “Yes, we were, but the Thraxians have had their comeuppance visited upon them,” Hera said calmly. 
 
    “Yes, but now we have the chance to save what is left of our people along with all the other people of this universe,” Lorelei said. “We have a chance to repay the favor, along with our new friends here.” 
 
    Decker stood up. “There’s no repayment necessary. We’re all in this together.” 
 
    “We’re all in this together,” some of the others echoed. 
 
    The meeting broke up soon after that. The crew of the Fortune dispersed, heading for their breathers, coats, and their ship. Decker was glad to see they looked determined. 
 
    “Who would have thought the Stone Wolves would get a reunion tour, eh?” Croaker asked, stopping in the doorway to turn back at Decker. 
 
    Decker gave his lopsided smile. “Not me, Croaker.” 
 
    He raised his empty coffee cup at his former engineer. Croaker did the same before tossing his cup at Decker, who caught it. 
 
    “Here we go, another bender…” Croaker said. 
 
    “No retreat,” Decker growled, “and no surrender.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Fortune followed the Farrago into the upper atmosphere, leaving Dracone’s surface behind in a spray of ice and slagged slush. Once they were clear of the turbulent troposphere and entered the unparalleled lethal freedom of outer space, Decker left his seat at the helm. 
 
    “Where are you going, Cap?” Rosa asked. 
 
    “To try and find our course. Where did you think I was going?” 
 
    Rosa shrugged and crooked a smile at him. “I thought you might’ve entered that stage of your career when you become the captain in name, but then just swan about the ship, not doing any work, and just generally living the dream.” 
 
    Decker made a noise of amusement in his throat. “That’s not how I’m going to see out my last days, Hawkes,” he said, one hand resting on the edge of the cockpit hatchway. “What’s the point of still being out here if you’ve lost your heart for the job. That’s just like being retired but… not.” 
 
    “You’ve got a better plan, do you?” Rosa asked innocently. 
 
    “Find an out of the way service planet with a kind climate and nothing native on it that sees human beings as a potential snack,” Decker said musingly. “Maybe park the Fortune up and retire her, and turn her into a bar—a bit like that shit hole tavern on Perus, remember?” 
 
    “I remember.” 
 
    “No missions, no need for money after this job, and no worries,” Decker said. “All a man has to worry about is whose bed he’s going to die in.” 
 
    Rosa laughed and shook her head. 
 
    “What?” Decker asked. 
 
    ”You’re not going to die in a bed, Cap,” Hawkes scoffed. “Men like you die under the stars.” 
 
    Decker sighed. “Why do people keep telling me that?” he asked rhetorically as he went in search of Naara. 
 
    “Because it’s motherfucking true,” came Rosa’s reply from behind him. 
 
    Decker found Naara in the galley. It was an incongruity of the symbiotes that Decker had noticed; they enjoyed socializing and hanging out in the galley despite the fact that he barely saw them eat anything ever. 
 
    Naara was sitting across the table from Lux. The blue-haired symbiote, whose effulgencia ability granted her a power and dominion over light and heat, was staring intently at the newest member of the Farrago’s predominantly female crew. 
 
    “Naara, can I talk with you for a moment?” Decker asked. 
 
    The sultry woman, with her strange ashy black and white hair, continued staring straight at Lux, unblinking. 
 
    “Naara?” Decker said again. “Naara, do you mind if—?” 
 
    Lux’s head snapped around to face Decker, where he stood in the hatchway. 
 
    The way the light-focused symbiote moved, sharp and sudden as a twisting robotic snake, made Decker uncomfortable. He always got the impression that she was only one twitch away from landing herself a lifetime subscription to the physiotherapist. 
 
    “Naara is, as you humans might say in your colloquial way, not in right now, Decker,” Lux told him, her eerily blue eyes piercing him like neon darts. 
 
    “Uh, ok-ay,” Decker said, glancing at Naara. She looked, if he was being honest, very much in: she was sitting right there. Her chest moved as she breathed deeply in and out. 
 
    It’s a nice chest too, he noticed, not for the first time, before his professional captain’s brain had a chance to interject. 
 
    “You look uncomprehending,” Lux said, blunt as only she could be. 
 
    “Cheers,” Decker said. “In fact, there’s incomprehension, and then there’s me.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t be afraid to be bewildered, Decker,” Lux rambled at him. “In fact, if y-you ask me, it c-c-can be beneficial to try to remain in an almost permanent state of bewilderment.” 
 
    Decker knew he shouldn’t ask, knew he was about to move further away from the reason he had walked into the room in the first place, but did so anyway. He’d never been able to resist pulling on a loose thread. 
 
    “Why?” he asked. 
 
    “Anything is possible when you’re confused,” Lux answered promptly. “Bewilderment allows one to st-stay open, perpetually. Open to all the possibilities in this universe. So open that it can hurt sometimes, but if you can open all the way up and then some more, until the day you die, well, the w-w-world can be without end!” 
 
    Yep, Decker thought to himself. Yep, I knew I shouldn’t have asked. These symbiote chicks are too smart for me but Lux is the only one who often forgets it. 
 
    Decker cleared his throat and squinted at Naara. The woman hadn’t blinked once.  
 
    “She’s doing some mental thing?” he asked. 
 
    Lux did blink at him. Decker could practically see the woman downshifting in her mind so that her brain wouldn’t stall having to slow down to his puny human pace. 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “A… mental thing. Yes.” 
 
    Thankfully, in the next second, Naara’s eyelids blurred, they fluttered so fast. She sucked in a great whooping breath and then blinked rapidly.  
 
    Then she blurted, “Made up of thirteen stars, the constellation called Hydrurga roughly resembles the shape of a dread bobcat. It can be seen most prominently high above the eastern horizon in the middle of summer on the planet of Dewei. In the ancient society of the Deweits, this constellation was seen as the representation of the god of weddings, which is how it received the reverence it still receives today by these old and rustic tribespeople. In astrology, this constellation bears the sign of the sea buffalo; those born under it are believed to be very patient, but lethal when roused to anger. They’re supposed to be a good match with those born under the less revered, but no less recognized, constellations of the gecko, leopard, and mule. But they don’t match well with those born under the crown, porcupine, and mountain constellations.” 
 
    Decker had thought himself confused before. He’d been wrong. He felt his jaw drop open and his brain halt. 
 
    “What the fu—?” he started to say. 
 
    Naara sucked in another deep breath and sagged in her seat. 
 
    “She’s back now,” Lux said helpfully. 
 
    “So I see,” Decker said weakly. 
 
    “Did you take all that in?” Lux asked Decker as Naara sat and got her breathing under control. 
 
    “All the stuff about the constellations and the simple tribespeople worshiping stars in marriage?” Decker asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Lux replied. 
 
    “No,” said Decker. 
 
    Naara reached for a polycarbonate beaker nearby and took a deep pull of water. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Captain Decker,” Lux said, grabbing him by the arm and pulling him onto the seat next to her, “I did.” 
 
    “Uh, good?” he tried. 
 
    “Yes, it is, isn’t it?” Lux said, obviously pleased. 
 
    Decker attempted to regather his rapidly scattering thoughts. “I was just wanting to ask Naara—” 
 
    “—where it is we are going,” Naara finished for him. 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    Naara took another sip of water and settled herself in her chair once more.  
 
    “That is the very question I was seeking the answer to when you must have walked in, Decker,” the symbiote of heat and fire said. 
 
    “Questing is a skill that has long been unique to the symbiote people,” Naara explained. 
 
    “That’s Questing with a capital Q, is it?” Decker asked. 
 
    Both of the symbiote women looked at him. 
 
    Decker’s small smile faded from his lips. 
 
    “That was a joke,” he said. “And not a good one as it turns out. What I meant was that it sounds like a very serious skill. Very hard to pull off. Taxing.” 
 
    “Yes it is,” Lux said. 
 
    “It is an ability that has been guarded by our people for millennia upon millennia,” Naara said. “Questing involves sending your consciousness out so that it might pinpoint the location of your heart’s desire.” 
 
    Decker frowned and then looked at Lux. “But I thought each of you knew, could sense, where the next symbiote lay. I thought that was the whole fail-safe system that your people had put into play?” 
 
    “S-s-s-so it was,” Lux said excitedly. Decker had been taught to treat the pixie-like symbiote’s excitement with a grain of caution. 
 
    His questioning gaze turned to Naara. “You couldn’t find it?” he asked, trying to keep the disappointment out of his voice. 
 
    Naara raised her chin; a mannerism that he paired with defiant youth. 
 
    “I don’t know why I could not sense our last sister as you say,” she said. “But it has proved hard for me.” 
 
    “I have told Naara that probably has more to do with some error made by our elders when they were configuring her escape pod,” Lux said quickly—she did everything quickly. “It was a… It was a tense time, those closing hours.” 
 
    “I imagine the destruction of a populace in the face of a ravenous horde of Thraxian foot soldiers would classify as tense,” Decker agreed grimly. “Still, you say this questing ability has enabled you to find what we’re looking for?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Naara said. 
 
    “Which is what all that constellation shit was?”  
 
    Naara stared at him blankly, then looked at Lux. 
 
    “The quester does not know or remember what instructions or guidance they might receive from the firmament,” Lux explained. “Hence why it is that I am sitting here with her.” 
 
    Decker mouthed a little ‘oh’ of understanding. 
 
    “So, I almost walked in and ruined the key part?” he said. 
 
    Lux waggled her hand from side to side in the democratic sign for one who wants to say yes without actually saying yes. 
 
    “This skill is a strictly guarded secret,” Naara said, “which is why I waited until there was seemingly no other choice left open to us.” 
 
    “Why’s this questing such a big deal?” Decker asked.  
 
    “The ability to find anything you desperately desire?” Hera asked from the opposite hatchway to the one Decker had entered the galley from. He turned and nodded at her. He had not even heard her approach. 
 
    “Well, I mean, I won’t lie, it would have come in handy on those few occasions when I misplaced my omni-com, but apart from that…” Decker said. “I usually know what I’m after when I set out on a voyage, and where it is.” 
 
    “But imagine if you didn’t have to?” Hera said.  
 
    Decker stopped to consider this. 
 
    “I didn’t really know my old man,” he said, recollection sweeping over him like a wave washed in from a life he felt like he had lived a thousand years before. “He was one of the old school space pirates—never joined a guild or did anything of note until he got slagged by another pirate when a deal on stolen goods went south. But I do remember him saying to me one thing, and that was: ’Without setbacks and mistakes, you’d gain no experience. Without any experience, a man would gain no learning. And without learning, you’d never truly understand what it means when you experienced the awakening of your heart’s desires’.” 
 
    “Your father sounds like a wise man,” Naara said. 
 
    Decker was not prone to laughing out loud. He hadn’t lived a life that had ever afforded him much in the way of genuine amusement. So, when he laughed then, it sounded more like the bark of a hungry dog than anything else. 
 
    “Just goes to show that even you lovely ladies can be terrible judges of character,” he said, once he had his rare mirth under control. “My old man was a fool and a murderer and a villain.” 
 
    “But he taught you how to fly and run a ship, yes?” Hera said. “I’m sure I have heard Madame Yasine talking with Rosa about such a facet of your past.” 
 
    Well, Yasine and Rosa probably know me better than any two other people in this galaxy. 
 
    “Yeah, he taught me how to fly, but it was Tyk Allbeard who taught me what to do with that skill and how to run a ship,” Decker said. “The only thing my old man really taught me how to do was take a beating.” 
 
    “You talk of him with s-s-such aggression and disdain in your voice, y-yet he was your father,” Lux observed. She was not accusing in her tone, merely interested. 
 
    “He was a fucking mad dog that got off his leash one time, tasted true unbridled freedom—the freedom to kill and thieve without apparent impunity—and wouldn’t let nobody put him back on it again.” 
 
    The three symbiotes looked fascinated. For them, it was what might be considered an unfiltered glimpse into the psychology of the human. In truth, he was finding the experience interesting too. It had been a long time since he had needed, or wanted, to talk about his father. 
 
    “He was too dumb to recognize that most people don’t want whatever they want,” he continued, then shook his head when he realized this didn’t make much sense. “I mean, he couldn’t see that nobody really wants to be able to get whatever they want. Not really. What kind of life would it be if you could just get anything you damn well pleased, huh?” Decker snapped his fingers. “Poof, just like that, you got what you were chasing, and it didn’t mean fuck all.” 
 
    “And so you know why this gift, this skill, is something the symbiotes hid from all other sentient creatures,” Hera said. 
 
    “It was one of the many observations that the symbiotes made about humanity,” Lux said. 
 
    “What’s that?” Decker asked. 
 
    ”That, so far as the knowledge that it is vitally important to discern your true heart’s desire goes, humans cannot be relied upon,” Lux said. 
 
    “Is that right?” Decker said. “I have to tell you that, in my line of work and in my upbringing, the phrase ‘heart’s desire’ was never one that got bandied around much—or at all, except for my old man. And that was only because he thought it made him sound well-traveled, I think. The men and women I socialized with just wanted shit, and they usually wanted it yesterday.” 
 
    “Your heart’s desire is different from fleeting wants or insatiable cravings,” Lux said, her words tripping and tumbling over themselves. “Your heart’s desire is positive, life-enhancing, and of assistance to you and others.” 
 
    “I can see where you lost ninety-nine point nine percent of humanity,” Decker said dryly. “The bit about pursuing something that is beneficial to others.” 
 
    Decker sat back and smiled, shrugging off the trip down memory lane. “Anyway, back to business. We’re close now. Very close. Using this questing, have you been able to find your seventh sister? As much as I love all of your company, the sooner we find this seventh missing symbiote, the sooner we can figure out how to get rid of this mighty pain in the ass, Egil, and the sooner I can embrace my sweet, sweet retirement.” 
 
    Naara nodded, but it was Lux that answered. 
 
    “We have the place, Decker,” she said. “Naara told it to us.” 
 
    He raised his eyebrows. “Well, I think it’s going to have to be you that tells Lorelei what you heard so that she can harden the target. No doubt she’ll be able to pinpoint a sector from the constellations and that planet—what was it called?” 
 
    “Dewei,” Lux said helpfully. 
 
    “That’s the one,” Decker said. 
 
    “I have already made the necessary calculations,” Lorelei’s voice came over the comms. 
 
    Living starship strikes again. 
 
    “I can’t recall what I said,” Naara began, “but… I can feel her, our sister, now. Not the direction, but I can feel that she’s moving very quickly.” Her face scrunched up in concentration, and she cocked her head to one said as if she was listening. “Her trajectory is taking her around and around in circles.” 
 
    Decker rubbed his hand over his shaved scalp. “That sounds like it’s orbiting something. But ‘quickly’ is concerning.” 
 
    He got up and over to the food fabricator and started stabbing buttons and perusing menus, in much the same way as he might’ve looked gormlessly into a fridge. He didn’t know what he was after, but he was getting that tingling sensation in his palms and the prickling feeling up his back that warned him that the game was afoot. 
 
    “Lorelei, we’ve got a sense of the general direction we’re going in?” he asked. 
 
    “Copy that, Decker,” Lorelei said. 
 
    He thumbed a button. The food fabricator hummed into action and started to craft him a bowl of chili from the assortment of stored foodstuffs. 
 
    “In that case, send those coordinates to Rosa so that she can reorientate the ship,” Decker said. 
 
    “Done,” came the impossibly cool reply from the ship’s symbiote. 
 
    While his bowl of chili was being whipped up by the machine that Decker was, more often than not, more fond of than he was of Craglin, he put a hand on Naara’s shoulder.  
 
    Naara looked up at the touch and gave Decker a cautious smile. 
 
    “Thank you,” he said gruffly. 
 
    “For?” Naara asked. 
 
    “For doing your questing. I won’t pretend to understand it, but if it’s as closely guarded a secret as you say, then I guess it took some thought in doing it. I appreciate it.” 
 
    Naara nodded and, tentatively, reached up and patted his hand. 
 
    The food fabricator pinged, and Decker retrieved his steaming bowl of cunningly flavored and presented soy. 
 
    “All right,” he said, “everyone get comfortable, fed, watered etcetera. We’re going to be entering jump-space in…” He looked down at the bowl in his hand. “In the time it takes me to eat this bowl of chili.” 
 
    “That does not sound like the most precise set of timings,” Lux said. 
 
    “I’ll give you the word,” he said as he left the room. “Take comfort in this though: this is the final stretch. We’re getting closer. Closer to the end of the road.” He paused and, over his shoulder, added, “Let’s just hope it’s the right fucking road.” 
 
    “I think we are on the right road,” Lux called to him. 
 
    “Yes, that’s the thing about the wrong path,” Naara said. “You don’t need to reach the end of it to learn that it is the wrong one—and this does not feel like that.” 
 
    I hope you’re right.  
 
    In a backyard as vast as the Myrmidon Galaxy, being in transit for seven hours, even at jump-space speed, was like a flash in the pan to the experienced traveler. Decker burned through the hours in one of his favorite ways: by sleeping. Any chance he got to sleep in comfort and safety, and preferably not being made to sleep by someone else’s fist, pulser, or blunt instrument, he respected it for the treat it was. 
 
    It was Naara who alerted him to the fact that they were almost at their destination. 
 
    “I can feel it now,” she said to him urgently, shaking him by the arm. “I can feel it Decker. Exit when you can, lest I fear we blunder into something we shouldn’t.” 
 
    He could’ve asked her the myriad questions that had preceded so many other space travelers’ deaths, such as: “What do you mean blunder into something we shouldn’t?” and “What’re you talking about, telling me you want us to stop?” or “But we can get just a little closer, can’t we?” 
 
    Decker didn’t. He had not stayed alive for as long as he had without identifying stupid fucking questions. 
 
    He pulled the Farrago out of jump-space. 
 
    Almost as soon as he did so, the Farrago warning systems blared. 
 
    “Talk to me, Lorelei,” Decker asked. He could have scanned the systems manually, but that would have been his pride working. He had learned long ago that proud space travelers all too often bred sad, and usually violent and gruesome, endings for themselves. 
 
    He might not have been proud, but he wasn’t all that patient either. 
 
    “Lorelei, what’s happening?” he repeated. “Are we under attack?” 
 
    “No, Captain Decker,” Lorelei said. “No, the stresses I’m picking up in the hull sensors are consistent with an extreme gravitational pull.” 
 
    “What? What a tractor beam? We might not be in jump, but we’re still traveling at—” 
 
    “Not a tractor beam, Decker,” Lorelei said, materializing at his side in a nexus of blue light. She pointed to the Farrago’s starboard side, out of the panel that acted as a window. 
 
    Decker looked out, squinting ahead slightly. 
 
    A tiny blip glinted as it orbited… something. Something both dark and light. 
 
    His eyes went wide as he realized the awful, terrifying truth. 
 
    “Oh fuck, that’s the seventh symbiote’s pod, isn’t it?” he said. 
 
    “Yes,” Lorelei affirmed. 
 
    “And…” Decker sighed. He was suddenly massively grateful for his pleasant snooze, because it might be his last. 
 
    “And it’s orbiting a goddamn black hole,” he finished.

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Decker had pulled the Farrago out into what he deemed to be a safe orbit of the black hole. He had left Rosa at the helm to manually keep an eye on the nitrogen adjusters so the craft did not drift closer than the observatory course he had set for it. He then hailed the Fortune and instructed them to keep clear of the black hole (“No shit, Captain Decker,” Violet Larson had replied) and await further orders. 
 
    Then he had gone to find Craglin. Though the Farrago was fit to bursting with intelligent women, Decker suspected that the squat Renkiddion would be able to tell him what he needed to know in an easy and concise way. He needed info in layman’s terms, and he hoped Craglin, whether sober or half cut, would be able to oblige.  
 
    “What do you know about blackholes, mate?” Craglin asked Decker. 
 
    The Renkiddion stood next to Decker on the main control deck. The pair of them stared at a screen displaying the view from one of the starboard cameras, one slightly more aft than the one Decker had spotted the black hole from initially. 
 
    “I know that I don’t really want to be sucked into one,” Decker muttered. 
 
    Craglin snorted.  
 
    Decker sighed and elaborated, “I’m up to date with the ever popular conception of a black hole being the sort of badass thing that sucks everything into it, while nothing and nobody ever gets out.” 
 
    “So are most school kids,” Craglin said. 
 
    “Black holes were just never one of those things I ever fancied getting close enough to need to know anything about. They’re the kind of thing that somehow reminds me of that ancient saying by some old, clever, long-dead guy: ‘Build a man a fire, and he’ll be warm for a day. Set a man on fire, and he’ll be warm for the rest of his life.’” 
 
    Craglin considered this for a couple of moments. 
 
    “I don’t think that saying goes with black holes at all,” he said. 
 
    “Maybe not,” Decker admitted with a shrug. “Still, what I’m trying to get at is that inquisitiveness is all well and good right up until it kills you.” 
 
    “Your trepidation is understandable, Decker,” Lorelei said as she materialized once more on the main control deck. She had been doing that more often lately. “Black holes are extreme formations. They actually have a thousand and one uses.” 
 
    “The sheila knows what she’s on about, mate,” Craglin said, casting Lorelei an admiring glance. “I mean, there’s a lot of blatant rumor-mongering and idiocy which says black holes are just monsters which gobble up all the matter in the universe like a Renkiddion hovering up grog at an open bar, or miracle workers that can solve all our galaxy’s energy problems, or as gateways to other universes, or as time machines.” 
 
    “And they’re none of those things?” Decker asked. 
 
    “Well, we don’t really know, do we, love?” Craglin said to Lorelei. 
 
    “Information is… scant,” Lorelei said in an even voice. “This conception I would say though, is profoundly misplaced. The same theory which predicts the black hole’s existence also predicts that each of the preceding properties has severe limitations or does not occur at all.” 
 
    Decker was lost at sea with this talk. In fact, he was so over his head with this science chatter that he might as well have been at the bottom of the ocean. 
 
    “Look, is this motherfucking thing going to suck that pod into it and crush it into nothing, or is it going to transport it somewhere, or will it just do nothing?” Decker asked. “I want to get in there and grab it, but if there’s a chance we’re going to whisked off to a parallel universe or have this ship squashed into a pinhead-sized piece of matter, then I don’t want to—” 
 
    “Half-ass it like we usually do?” Craglin suggested. 
 
    “I don’t think we’ve half-assed anything as of yet,” Decker said defensively. 
 
    “True,” Craglin said. “It’s been more like we’ve been freestyling, flying by the seats of our pants if you will, but in a whole-assing way.” 
 
    Decker opened his mouth to try and counter this description, but Lorelei was faster. 
 
    “I think a lot of the fear that surrounds black holes is to do with the fact that, even in our age of fairly comfortable and comparatively safe space exploration and colonization, we still know very little of them.” 
 
    “Man has always feared the dark for what it hides,” Decker said. 
 
    “Men, maybe,” Craglin muttered, “but not all sentient species are such pussies.” 
 
    Decker let that one slide. 
 
    “With such little knowledge, it is hard to even visualize a black hole’s capabilities properly,” Lorelei said.” Most of your race, Captain Decker, encumbered by the limits of imagination, will visualize a small, black sphere floating in space among the stars, yes?” 
 
    Decker looked out at the strange little swirling blob of mercurial light and warping darkness around which the seventh symbiote pod was zooming. 
 
    “I guess,” he said. “I mean, that’s essentially what’s out there.” 
 
    Lorelei gave him a small nod. “Humans probably construct a mental image of this ball as being a highly compressed solid—something like cold chromium mixed with iron, but inconceivably more compacted. Unimaginably high density, humans assure themselves, produces an unimaginably great gravitational field.” 
 
    “I suppose,” Decker said. “I mean, the pod out there is being sucked in, isn’t it? Slowly but surely its orbit is moving in.” 
 
    Craglin pulled up some projections on a three-dimensional display. The projections showed the inevitable inward spiral of the pod into the black hole. A small timer floated on the holographic display, counting down from one hour and twenty-four minutes. 
 
    “Right, and just look at that time, mate,” Craglin said, stabbing a pudgy finger at the timer. “I know for a fact, after talking to that incomparably wise collective of people known as ‘the man in the pub’, that humans further believe the gravitational field to be so strong that all surrounding matter is pulled into this tiny sphere, never to escape again.” Craglin snorted derisively and put on a dramatic stage whisper. “Light itself cannot avoid the same fate; fleeting, ephemeral, yet once light enters this strange object, it is trapped forever by gravity.” 
 
    “Thus, the ‘black hole’, yeah,” Decker said impatiently. “It’s in the name: absolutely fucking black since light cannot be reflected from it to show its existence.” 
 
    “And yet there she blows,” Craglin said, pointing at the starboard display. 
 
    “But I can feel the ship shuddering under the pull when I’m at the helm,” Decker insisted. “That’s why Rosa’s at the controls right now. To maintain our course so that we don’t get dragged in like that pod. It’s enough to override the automatic-pilot software.” 
 
    “At large distances, the fact that we are in orbit around a black hole is irrelevant, Decker,” Lorelei said in her soothing voice. “We may consider the black hole to be a spherical mass concentration producing an ordinary, Newtonian gravitational field, like that of a planet or a sun. So while it still has a gravitational pull—” 
 
    “It’s not the kind that pulls you inexorably into its crushing and mysterious maw like some bloody octopus snatching a bloody crab, mate,” Craglin said. “See, the classical, astronomical picture of a black hole is one of a remnant that’s been left over by the collapse of a massive star, yeah?” 
 
    “That I do know,” Decker said. 
 
    “Well, for argument’s sake, let’s say that we’re chatting amicably in the pub and agree that the average example typically used in black hole talk has about ten solar masses, yeah?” the Renkiddion said. 
 
    Decker waved a hand in a gesture that he hoped would communicate he wanted the little fellow to hurry the fuck up. 
 
    “The escape velocity from the surface of the black hole exceeds that of light; indeed, this is the definition of both a ‘black hole’ and its ‘surface’,” Craglin continued. 
 
    “The surface of a black hole… You’re talking about the event horizon?” Decker said. 
 
    “That’s the bunny, Decker,” Craglin said, with a rare nod of approval. “Now, the three of us here know that no physical object can move faster than light outside of jump space, so nothing whatsoever, having fallen across the event horizon of a black hole, can come back out through that horizon. Right?” 
 
    Decker looked out of the monitor that acted as the window. His scalp began to prickle, and his stomach started to swirl uncomfortably. 
 
    “Right,” he said. 
 
    “A ten-solar-mass black hole has a radius of about thirty kilometers, roughly speaking, mate,” Craglin blathered on. He had adopted his lecturer’s expression; stroking his mustache and glancing often at Lorelei to see if his genius was striking her libido at all. 
 
    “It is this typical example of a small, collapsed object with a gravitational field so strong that not even light can escape, which has conjured up the vision of black holes as bloody ridiculously dense objects which grab anything in the vicinity,” Craglin continued. “In fact, the density of the ten-solar-mass hole—the density is the mass of the hole divided by the volume enclosed within the event horizon, of course—is in the order of one-thousand and fifteen grams per cubic centimeter.” 
 
    “That will strike you as a very high density by everyday human standards probably, Decker,” Lorelei said, “what with the density of terrestrial iron being only about eight grams per cubic centimeter.” 
 
    In fact, it had not struck Decker as anything. He was barely following the conversation. So far, from what he had gathered, black holes were not quite as dangerous as he had thought, but they were still pretty fucking dangerous. 
 
    “I’m sure that’s what the captain is thinking,” Craglin said slyly, his eyes seemingly able to read Decker’s lost look. “That is until he realizes, as I’m sure he will, it’s commensurate with the density in the nuclei of atoms.” 
 
    Decker frowned. “You’re saying each one of us is composed of particles of this sort of density?”  
 
    “That’s right, mate,” Craglin said. 
 
    Decker let out a long, slow breath and held up his hands. It was like his brain had just gone ten rounds and he needed the bell to ring. 
 
    This, he had come to the conclusion long ago, was the problem with some really smart people. Not only did they forget that not everyone was so well-endowed in the brain department as they were, but they also ran marathons with their mouths when a sprint would suffice. 
 
    It’s also a cruel quirk of our universe that a genius in the wrong time and place can look like a fool, and a complete dumbass in the right place at the right time can look like a savant, Decker thought. Let’s hope that the edge of this black hole does not prove to be one of those fucking times or places. 
 
    “So,” he said patiently, “you’re telling me… what exactly? That we’re in no danger at the moment?” 
 
    “That’s correct,” said Lorelei. 
 
    “But once the pod crosses the event horizon, it’s beyond our grasp for good?” Decker asked. 
 
    “Essentially, yes,” Lorelei said. 
 
    “But up until that point, we can waltz into range of that pod, fire some mag-tethers, and drag it out and away with no ramifications?” Decker asked, unable to keep the hope from his voice. 
 
    “Ah, that’s where it gets a bit tricky, mate,” Craglin said. 
 
    He went to take a pull on a small oil container that he had turned into a flask—it was either that, or Decker assumed Craglin’s drinking had taken a turn for the worse and he was actually sipping on corrosive reactor fluids. 
 
    Decker snatched the flask from Craglin’s hand. 
 
    “Hey!” the little man said. 
 
    “Normally, I don’t give a shit whether you pickle yourself or not,” Decker said sternly. “We are on the cusp of getting this last symbiote on board this ship, though, and, to make matters more interesting, there’s a fucking black hole out there we need to navigate. Just hold off until that’s done, will you?” 
 
    He handed the flask back to the Renkiddion. 
 
    Craglin screwed the top on and patted Decker on the forearm. “No need to get your undies in a bunch, mate. Professionalism is the word until this is done.” 
 
    “Great,” Decker huffed. “Now, what do you mean it’s not going to be that easy?” 
 
    “Well, what we’re getting at,” Craglin said, “is that while a black hole is dense, it’s not killing dense necessarily, not until you hit the event horizon. In this case, our black hole is not as scary as we might have thought—not with the calculations I’ve knocked up.” 
 
    Decker sought Lorelei’s eyes for confirmation. It paid to get two opinions when one of the opinions came from a man who may or may not have been imbibing engine lubricants. 
 
    “The basic black hole equations show a very simple relationship between the size and mass of a black hole and the density,” Lorelei said, placing her hand on Decker’s shoulder. “As the radius of the hole or its mass is increased, the density goes down.” 
 
    “I can understand that,” Decker said. 
 
    “Thus, with a black hole as large as the one out there, we can assume the density is quite a bit lower than we feared when we exited jump-space,” Lorelei said. “Interestingly, there is no reason we could not make a black hole out of air. Such a hole would have a radius of about thirty billion kilometers, but still…” 
 
    Her voice tailed away when she saw the look on Decker’s face. It was a look that, while not annoyed, spoke of a man who’d had enough science class for the day. 
 
    “The symbiote out there, is she going to be in pain at all right now?” he asked his pair of smarty-pants. 
 
    “She has technically entered the edge of this black hole,” Lorelei said, her tone careful and noncommittal. “As such, it is my belief that she would hardly have felt a thing yet, but after a few more hours, or a day, her life would become uncomfortable—as she approached the singularity.” 
 
    Decker clapped his hands together. “Right. Sounds to me like you’re saying there’s a chance to free her. Is that the case, Lorelei?” 
 
    Lorelei nodded tentatively. 
 
    “Can this space-cruiser withstand the pull of the black hole if we try to gun it out once we have the pod? Can’t we just enter jump space?” Decker asked her. 
 
    “I’m afraid not. It will require conventional means.”  
 
    “Does it have the tolerance for the stresses involved?” he asked. “Can we do it?”  
 
    Lorelei closed her eyes. She was diving into the beating software heart of the ship, running algorithms and calculations. A second later, her eyes opened. 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “There’s a chance it will be fine. A small but not unreasonable chance.” 
 
    “That’s all we need,” Decker said. “Just a chance. Let’s do it.” 
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    The planning on how they might go about extracting the symbiote pod from the gravitational pull of the not-so-dangerous-but-still-pretty-goddamn-dangerous black hole did not take long. It was hard, after all, to plan around something when cutting edge science was still wishy-washy on what said something’s capabilities were. 
 
    “My thinking is that our multi-talented symbiote force-wielding captain here should just yank the bloody pod free of the black hole’s pull with his symbiote powers,” Craglin suggested. 
 
    Now that the chance to try and woo Lorelei using his brain appeared to have passed him by, Craglin had resumed his usual lackadaisical manner. He sat on top of one of the polycarbonate workstations, his ass half inside a zoomed in holographic of the black hole. 
 
    Decker made a face. “Even using all the abilities these fine ladies have suffused me with, I doubt that I can do that from a safe distance—and that’s if I can even out-pull a black hole to begin with, which seems like a pretty egotistical thing to think.” 
 
    For a minute or two, while the symbiotes, Yasine, and Craglin all threw ideas and theories around, Decker watched the symbiote pod orbit the black hole on the monitor. 
 
    He blinked and frowned. He scrubbed his shaved scalp with a hand. He’d had an idea. A simple and obvious one—which was why he imagined none of the symbiotes had come up with it yet. 
 
    He slapped his hand against the bulkhead. The sound was like a pistol shot and shut the others up at once. 
 
    “I’ve had an idea,” he said. “I’m not saying it’s necessarily a better idea than Craglin’s, but let me know what you reckon.” 
 
    “Tell us, Decker,” Apricis said, smiling and nodding encouragingly. 
 
    “The pod already has a lot of momentum, right?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Saavi said. 
 
    “Okay, so I’m thinking that if we can pluck it free at the right moment, with a relatively small tug, we presumably won’t need as much force.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t mind a small tug myself,” Craglin muttered in a not-so-subtle whisper. 
 
    Decker shot the Renkiddion a glance that, if not murderous, was certainly in the grievous bodily harm category. Craglin made a zipping motion across his own lips and stared fixedly at his boots. 
 
    “How do you mean a small tug, James?” Yasine asked. “It sounds like you have a specific methodology in mind.” 
 
    Decker gave her a sardonic smile. “I wouldn’t call it that, Madame Yasine. It might be more of a rough sketch on the back of the bar napkin of my brain.” 
 
    “Many a good plan has been devised on the back of a napkin,” Yasine said, her face deadly serious. “Trust me. We found one on the back of a cocktail serviette in the Cateran Supper Club once. Cut another guild’s lunch. Anyway, I digress. We better hear what you’ve been percolating.” 
 
    “I think I should be able to use a combination of my symbiote powers to grab hold of the pod, like a psychic lasso,” Decker said. 
 
    “Lorelei, could that be done?” Hera asked. 
 
    Lorelei ran a quick calculation. “The method, such as it is, is sound. I fear though, that we’re going to be short a few newtons of outward force when it comes to the extraction. Even at the point where the pod will be at the weakest limits of the gravitational pull of the black hole, this ship and Decker might not be able to free it. I’ve had the Farrago run multiple simulations, and the most probable outcome is a forty-nine percent success rate.” 
 
    Decker nodded. He’d guessed that the news wouldn’t be entirely good. It was a rare day that it was. 
 
    “All right,” he said. “Can you run those simulations with the added reactor power of the Fortune added in, please?” 
 
    Lorelei did so. 
 
    “Eighty-four percent success rate,” she said after a couple of seconds of furious computing. 
 
    “N-n-not perfect,” Lux said, her voice high with excitement or worry. 
 
    “But good enough,” Decker growled. “Good thing we aren’t alone, and have the good old Fortune along to help pull us out. I know her capabilities. The simulations don’t take into account the sheer guts of that ship.” 
 
    A couple of the symbiotes looked like they wanted to point out that the simulations probably did take guts into account, although they likely listed them as ‘positive chance’ or ‘luck’, but before they could say anything, Lorelei held up a finger for silence. 
 
    “I have just run another quick calculation,” she said. “I regret that I forgot to add in the upgraded thrusters that we received after rescuing Naara.” 
 
    “And?” Decker asked. 
 
    “Eighty-nine percent,” Lorelei said. 
 
    “Difficult, but possible,” Hera murmured. 
 
    “And it’ll mean we’ll have to get uncomfortably close to the black hole,” Apricis pointed out. 
 
    “And that means you’ll be pushing yourself to the limit, Decker,” Naara said. 
 
    “Pretty sure the big stubborn bastard only stops doing that when he’s asleep,” Craglin said, flashing Decker a wink. 
 
    Decker wasted no time in hailing his old crew on the secure comms channel they’d rigged up between them and telling them the plan. He had half expected to see their exhaust plume stretch in answer, as they burned out of the system. Instead, laughter rippled over the comms. 
 
    “You’re a brazen son of a gun, Decker,” Croaker said. “I think I speak for all of us when I say that we’ve missed being on your crew, Captain.” 
 
    Decker leaned back in his chair. He smiled in spite of the danger he was about to put them all in. 
 
    “I’ve got to reiterate to you that I’ll need your help if we’re going to make it out of this—but, I admit, it’ll be a risk for all of you too. You understand that, right? If this fails, we could all get pulled into the black hole.” 
 
    “And then what?” Celeste asked with her habitual lack of fucking around. 
 
    “No one knows,” Decker said, “but probably nothing good.” 
 
    There was a chorus of laughs and deviations on ‘no surprises there’ from his old crew. 
 
    When Decker managed to make out anything clear, it was Witi Hohepa’s bass voice. 
 
    “No worries, we’ll help, bro,” he said, before adding: “We tucked tail once before, when faced with the possibility of fighting Thraxians, but we’re fucking adamant that we won’t run away this time.” 
 
    There was another chorus of agreements from down the comms channel. 
 
    “Much appreciated,” Decker said. “Your remuneration will reflect this exemplary display of balls.” 
 
    There was more laughter. 
 
    “Unless we’re all crushed into nothing in the next half an hour, eh, Captain Decker?” Girrath pointed out helpfully. 
 
    “Yeah,” Decker admitted. “Unless that happens. In that case, you owe me a ship. Now. Let’s go to work. No retreat. No surrender.” 
 
    “Anyone else starting to wish the Stone Wolves had had a different motto?” Rosa asked. 
 
    Five minutes later, Decker was at the helm. He was strapped into his bracer seat, the cocktail of drugs in the life support systems he was inhaling sharpening his senses. 
 
    “Here we go,” he said. 
 
    He pulled the Farrago closer to the black hole. 
 
    I’ve done a lot of dumb shit in my life, he thought as he eased the ship left, but this might just take the goddamn prize. 
 
    As they drew closer, the ship shuddered from the black hole’s gravity seizing a firmer hold on them. Decker angled the Farrago so that it fell into an easy orbit with the black hole, one slightly wider than the one the symbiote pod was trapped in. 
 
    With more difficulty than he would have imagined possible with such a cutting-edge vessel, Decker lined them up on a parallel course with the pod, and then told Rosa to take over the controls. 
 
    “You’re just going to go for it?” Rosa asked him. His beautiful co-pilot and ship’s medic was grim-faced. Her eyes never left the displays in front of her, info spooling across them in long lines of blue text. 
 
    “No time like the present,” Decker said, trying to sound casual. “No time left either.”  
 
    He braced himself as he anchored himself with metallurgence and cogency to anchor himself to both the pod and Farrago. As soon as his powers made contact with the pod, the mental and physical strain slammed into him like a runaway train. Edges of his vision darkened momentarily, his heart thumping, his thoughts knotting as he channeled the otherworldly powers. It was a struggle the likes of which he had never known to keep a hold of it—but hold onto it he did. 
 
    Through gritted teeth, he said to Rosa, “Hawkes… get ready to engage thrusters on… my signal.” 
 
    “How much power do you want, Cap?” Rosa asked. 
 
    Decker could barely speak through his locked jaw. 
 
    “All… of it,” he managed to say. 
 
    The ship’s speed was increasing as it got drawn closer and closer to the black hole. Decker held the pod right in the meeting point of his symbiote force abilities. It was like trying to maintain a grip on a grain of rice with chopsticks five miles long. His hands started to shudder. His vision blurred in and out. The ship’s systems blared a warning, but Lorelei silenced it. 
 
    It’s almost time to engage thrusters—but not quite yet, Decker’s heart and mind told him. Not yet…  
 
    They had to nail the timing. 
 
    And, as they were about to drift too close to the black hole, as they were riding the very line that personified the point of no return, Decker made the call. 
 
    “Engage thrusters,” he hissed. 
 
    Instantly, Rosa slammed the nitrogen rocket thrusters to one-hundred percent. For his part, Decker held onto the pod with every strand of mental and physical strength he had, narrowing his entire being into that single task. 
 
    “Well fuck me with a brick in a bun, it looks like it’s working!” Craglin yelled.  
 
    Unfortunately, the Renkiddion had spoken too soon. 
 
    “The black hole’s pull is stronger than expected,” Lorelei said. 
 
    With a Herculean effort, Decker hailed the crew on the Fortune over the comm channel. Violet answered. 
 
    “Decker?” she asked. 
 
    “We… need help now,” he hissed, spit spraying across the displays in front of him. 
 
    On his lidar and radar displays, Decker watched as his old crew pulled in with commendable speed. 
 
    Holy shit, he thought, it’s closer to the black hole than we expected. 
 
    The Fortune pulled closer despite the danger they were putting themselves in. There was a pause and a warning flashed up on a display when the Fortune painted the Farrago with a laser. Then there were a number of soft thuds as mag-tethers impacted the Farrago’s hull, landing and engaging successfully. 
 
    But Decker noticed that the old ship was getting pulled closer to the black hole—too close. 
 
    “Cap…” Rosa said. “The Fortune…” 
 
    Decker didn’t answer. He couldn’t answer. He couldn’t even form words, but he also wasn’t about to let his friends get pulled closer in. 
 
    You’re not going to kill us, he thought fervently. You’re not going to kill them. Fuck your event horizon. 
 
    Still, he had to do something or they were all dead. Decker gritted his teeth so hard they felt like they might shatter under the pressure. He tripled the use of his symbiote abilities on the ship, splitting his focus between it and the symbiote pod. 
 
    Inch by agonizing inch, he felt himself starting to claw back some of their position. Through a red haze of pain and exhaustion and pure metal strain, Decker managed to resist the black hole’s pull enough for the older ship’s reactor to pull both the sips, along with the mentally tethered pod free.  
 
    There was a clamor in Decker’s ears. He thought it might have been his friends cheering or screaming. He didn’t know. He couldn’t see. Couldn’t think. 
 
    “Decker! Cap, let go!” someone who might’ve been Rosa said, shaking him. 
 
    Let go? Sounds… good…  
 
    Decker released his hold on the pod and the Fortune. His mind went wonderfully blank, turning from a bright red block of pain to a velvety black blanket. Vaguely, he felt himself drop down out of his seat and hit the floor, but he was beyond pain. He’d pushed himself to what felt like the brink of death and he’d done it. 
 
    Next stop: the vault, he thought. 
 
    Then his consciousness swallowed him into the ether. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Decker came round from his impromptu cat nap after what felt like far too little sleep. 
 
    “Whasamatterwiitall?” he slurred as he sat up.  
 
    “Sorry, Cap,” Rosa said, “but I was thinking you were going to want to be conscious for the unveiling.” 
 
    Decker’s mind felt like he’d left it somewhere in jump-space. It took an age for him to remember where he was and, crucially, what had just happened. 
 
    “How…” he began, but then paused to gulp down the cup of water proffered to him by his medic and copilot. “How long have I been out?” 
 
    “Twelve minutes,” Rosa said. “Not that I’ve been counting or anything.” 
 
    Now that Decker’s vision had cleared somewhat, he noticed Rosa’s usually sharp and slightly sarcastic face underlined with tender worry. 
 
    He cleared his throat and handed the spiraled water cup back to her. 
 
    “I’m all good, Hawkes,” he said. “For a given measure of ‘all good’, I suppose.” 
 
    Decker hauled himself into a sitting position and then to his feet, making noises like an old man sitting down in reverse. He looked around. Someone—or more likely, because of the size of him, a couple of someones—had dragged his ass out of the thoroughfare of the main control deck and into a bracer seat. 
 
    “Where’s everyone else?” he asked. 
 
    “Down in the cargo hold,” Rosa said. 
 
    Decker rubbed at his temples. They were thumping with the kind of bass beat that he’d usually associate with one of Dracone’s seediest nightclubs, where the music dripped down the walls like sweat. His body felt weak, as if he’d just used every muscle in his body to lift something impossibly heavy. 
 
    “The pod?” he asked, swallowing a wave of nausea. 
 
    “Apricis and Lorelei used their symbiote jiggery-pokery, along with the Farrago’s tractor beams, to pull it into the rear cargo hold,” Rosa said. 
 
    “Right,” Decker said. “And it’s secure?” 
 
    “Yup, they haven’t called up to say they’ve cracked it yet,” Rosa said. “They were going to wait until they saw whether I could rouse your ass or not.” 
 
    They were waiting to see if I’d managed to put myself into some symbiote power-fatigued coma more like, Decker thought. 
 
    Rosa blew out a sigh and punched Decker companionably on the arm. Weak as the blow was, it almost knocked him off balance. She reached out to steady him and laughed breathily. 
 
    “You sure as shit might be a survivor, Cap,” she said, “but you look like you know how to earn it. You’ve the look about you of someone who’s been out on a tear for a week.” 
 
    “Survivors can’t always choose their methods, Hawkes.” He winced as he worked a kink out of his back. “Good to know I’ve still got my good looks though. Let’s go down and see about this pod.” 
 
    Below, in the Farrago’s spacious main cargo hold, the other symbiotes waited. Yasine was there too, but there was no sign of Craglin. 
 
    “He’s gone to select some portable plasma cutting gear,” Lorelei said, when Decker asked where the Renkiddion had got to. 
 
    “Why?” Decker asked. 
 
    Naara gestured to the pod that sat on anti-mag levitator struts in the middle of the bay. 
 
    “The battle between the black hole’s gravitational force and the symbiote abilities we exerted on it have buckled it, rendering the opening mechanism useless,” she said. 
 
    “Why not bust it open using your ignifirensce?” Decker asked, referring to the power over heat and fire that the younger symbiote had. 
 
    Naara twisted her hands in front of her before she caught Decker looking at her. She grinned shyly. Now that the veneer of being an emotionless hard-ass had been totally stripped away, the sweet thing underneath often shone through.  
 
    Decker dug it. In an increasingly desperate and grim world, it was nice to be reminded that not everyone was entirely comfortable with fixing toe-tags onto others. 
 
    “In truth, Decker,” she said. “My powers lack the, um, finesse of my sisters. I’ve had comparatively less time to practice with them, you see.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’d be a bit of a shame to barbecue this—what is her name, by the way?” Decker asked. His head felt like it was filled with cotton wool. His thoughts took an age to reach his mouth. He’d need to unwind, relax, sleep, but the adrenaline, which seemed to have replaced his blood, told him there were still things that needed doing. 
 
    “Orla,” Naara said. “Her name is Orla.” 
 
    “Right, yeah, well, it’d be a shame to go through all the trouble we just went through to rescue Orla only to barbecue her, wouldn’t it?” Decker said. “Good job on waiting to wake her.” 
 
    “She is the seventh sister who guards the symbiotes’ knowledge of all things time,” Saavi explained. “I have touched her mind, but she is weak. We must hurry.” 
 
    “I’ll go and tell Craglin to hurry the hell up,” Rosa said. 
 
    “Don’t bother,” Decker said. 
 
    He stepped forward, a little unsteadily, put his hands to the still warm metal of the pod, and closed his eyes. 
 
    Around the edge of the pod, in a perfect bright band of hot orange, the metal glowed. Then, with a dull hiss and a metallic pop, the top half of the pod opened and fell to the floor. 
 
    Decker stumbled back, as if he had been yanking on a rope that had given way unexpectedly. Yasine, who had moved around to stand at his shoulder, grabbed hold of him. 
 
    “Easy, James,” she said. “You have expended much energy, darling. Let’s not ruin it by having you fall on your face again.” 
 
    “You might be good at the whole organized crime thing,” Decker said, turning his head so that their faces were only a few inches apart, “but you could take some lessons on pep talks.” 
 
    The symbiote cradled within the pod looked as similar, and yet distinct, as each of the other symbiotes had looked when Decker had first laid eyes on them. 
 
    She wore the same skin-tight clothing as the other six symbiotes, only her one-piece outfit was even more seamless-looking than any of the others. She didn’t have boots as such, but her get-up started from her feet and covered her like a silver-gray second skin. It covered her hands in gloves, just as it covered her feet in boots, and rose all the way up her neck to just under her jaw. 
 
    Physically speaking, she was quite short, but well proportioned and willowy. If Decker had known nothing about the inherent toughness of symbiotes, he would have said that such a delicate creature was the last person that should have been shot into space by her people, let alone left floating around a goddamn black hole. 
 
    Her cheek bones were extraordinarily pronounced and angular, her lips naturally pouty, her currently unfocused eyes a light hazel flecked with green—the sort of face that would have been the frontrunner for any kind of beauty campaign or female product from the Vadum Belt to the Frustra Nebula. 
 
    “I love her hair,” Rosa said.  
 
    Decker laughed inwardly at the woman’s ability to focus on something like that even at such a moment. He might’ve made a quip if he’d had the energy to spare. 
 
    She does have a point though, he admitted to himself after a moment. 
 
    Orla’s hair was platinum blonde, long, and lay somewhere just short of dreadlocks. It was like each strand was as thick as twenty normal strands of hair. 
 
    Her skin was the color of burnt caramel, and as flawless and free from blemishes as that of all the other symbiotes’. 
 
    As Decker and the others watched her slowly return to the living world, those lovely hazel eyes wandering slowly around the now pressurized cargo bay from under half closed lids, he noted the ample chest the woman was endowed with as she breathed deeply in and out.  
 
    Hair and tits; the things the different sexes notice about one another at first sight, he thought. 
 
    “Where am I?” Orla asked. 
 
    Her voice carried the same accent as her fellows, but her tone was somehow more knowing and distracted, almost like she had more on her mind than simply the fact she had just survived a brush with certain death and had now been decanted into a completely alien environment. 
 
    “You are on the space-cruiser, Farrago, sister,” Lorelei said, bending forward so that the newcomer could see her more easily. “You are safe.” 
 
    As light-headed and tired as he was, Decker could still recognize that Orla was pretty dazed and disoriented herself. 
 
    “There was a black hole,” she said slowly. If there was any trace of residual trauma from her experience she did not show it. “The scanners in my pod…” She gave her head a little shake, as Saavi and Lux helped her into a sitting position. 
 
    “You’re feeling the lingering effects of being in the black hole’s grasp for too long,” Saavi said soothingly. 
 
    The other symbiotes, bustling around Orla, as she was helped to her feet, all offered to help her recover in the medical bay. As the symbiotes ushered the newcomer away, each of them talking in soothing, low voices, Decker turned his attention to Rosa. 
 
    “Hawkes, I need you to do me a favor,” he said. 
 
    “Sure, Cap. Just name it.” 
 
    “Tell the old crew on the Fortune, that they did one hell of a job out there. Tell them thank you, and that I, and probably all of us, owe them our lives.” 
 
    Rosa chuckled. “Trust me, Cap, I’ve done more than that. I think Madame Yasine here is going to have to honor a year’s free drinking in the Cateran Supper Club—I may or may not have promised them something along those lines.” 
 
    Decker caught the level look that Yasine gave Rosa. He nudged her with an elbow. 
 
    “Relax,” he said, “you’ll recoup any money lost and some if Croaker is in there every night gambling. If ever there was a man who was yet to learn the inadvisability of getting himself into a position where he is sacrificing the necessary in the hope of winning the superfluous, then he is that man.” 
 
    “I’m well aware of your former colleague’s proclivities when it comes to games of chance,” Yasine said thoughtfully. “I was just mulling over the fact that this repayment promised by Rosa might not be generous enough.” 
 
    “Shit,” Rosa said, “don’t tell Croaker that. Anything else you want me to tell the old crew, Cap?  
 
    “Just… say thanks to them again, and tell them they can follow us if they don’t mind. It’d be nice to have them in reserve if they’re okay with that. Otherwise they can head back to Dracone when they feel like it.” 
 
    Rosa pulled off a sharp salute, which Decker imagined would have looked even better had she been in the nude, and hustled up to the main control deck. 
 
     Yasine linked her arm through Decker’s. 
 
    “Come on, James,” she said. “Let’s get you back to your quarters and off your feet.” 
 
    “Are you flirting with me, Madame Yasine?” Decker asked as he allowed her to steer him toward the tight little elevator that led to the upper decks. 
 
    “Flirting is one of a successful woman’s many trades, Captain Decker. One must keep her eye in. Don’t let it go to your head.” 
 
    They made their way to Decker’s quarters, and Yasine opened the door for him. 
 
    “Why do you do this to yourself, James?” the slender woman asked, easing him down onto his bunk. “And don’t offend me by saying it’s for the money. That might be a practical aspect to it, but it’s not the chief reason. Not even close.” 
 
    Decker scrubbed at his shaved head and looked up at the beautiful and dangerous woman in front of him. For as long as they’d known one another, the thought of having her sitting next to him in his quarters had never been a realistic one. It might have been an intriguing fantasy, certainly, but not one that he would have entertained as possible outside of some dream. Just went to show how the universe turned, he reckoned. 
 
    It was probably a good thing he was so mentally fatigued. At any other time he might have been in danger of overthinking what was going on there and then. As it was, he doubted whether he could have mentally out-danced a dung beetle at that moment. 
 
    “You remember the first time you ever entered the void, Madame Yasine?” Decker asked in answer. “The first time you left atmosphere and stared out into the greatest, most terrifying, most beautiful abyss there’s ever been?” 
 
    Yasine shook her head, taking the stool, which was affixed to the deck, opposite Decker’s bunk. 
 
    “I despise questions that are answered with another question,” she said. 
 
    “Humor me.” 
 
    “That was too long ago in the past,” Yasine said, trying to get comfortable on the utilitarian stool—something Decker knew to be impossible. “And the past back then is a country I do not visit willingly, James.”    
 
    “I remember the first time I saw it,” he said, closing his mismatched eyes. “I tried to find the words to describe it, but I couldn’t. Nothing had prepared me. None of the data-reels I watched when I was a kid. None of the bums my old man would bring home and who called themselves my teachers. Not even my mom, for the little time she hung around and that I can remember. I heard a thousand stories, you understand, but none could describe this place.” 
 
    Decker motioned around at the bare bulkheads, his words stalling in his exhaustion-logged brain. 
 
    “It must be witnessed to be understood,” Yasine said softly, her all black eyes focused unblinkingly on him. 
 
    Decker made a noncommittal noise in his throat. “Maybe. But I’d say that I’ve seen it and sailed it and understand it far less than when I first looked up. Some call it the final frontier, others the outer space…” 
 
    “Inaccurate and possibly completely wrong of course, darling,” Yasine said. “To postulate that space has an inner or an outer part is problematic to say the least. As for being the final frontier… I suppose so. But can the infinite be said to have a front or a back?” 
 
    Decker smiled. With more difficulty than the stunt should have occasioned, he pulled off his jacket and tossed it on the floor. Then he started laboriously trying to take his boots off using only his feet. 
 
    “That’s right,” he said. “But everyone knows those phrases are only used by fucking pedagogues in polytechnics, surrounded by the illusion of order—and the chimera that is right and wrong. Why do I do it?” 
 
    Decker sucked in a long breath of air. “I do this,” he said, waving another hand vaguely around before sticking his thumb into his chest, “because it’s all I’ve ever wanted to know, ever since I was a kid. It’s all I’ve ever known all my adult life.” 
 
    “You think you know this place we call the Myrmidon System, James?” 
 
    “As well as any, maybe.” 
 
    “That’s a bold statement.” A flicker of annoyance flitted across Yasine’s austerely lovely face. “Ugh, let me help you, for goodness sake.” 
 
    She dropped down to her knees and started helping Decker get his recalcitrant boots off. 
 
    “To know it, you must walk it,” Decker said. “Bleed out into it. Almost drown in its clutching suffocating hand. Then its true name becomes clear.” 
 
    There was a dull thud followed by another as Yasine managed to yank his boots free. 
 
    “And what name is that darling,” Yasine asked, looking up at him. 
 
    Decker grinned. There was no humor in it. 
 
    “It’s Hell, isn’t it?” he said. “And you can tell that by the way there are demons everywhere.” 
 
    He blinked. Yasine appeared to have moved closer to him. The steady pulse of blue light in her temple, which spoke of the augment she had undergone, blinked almost hypnotically. 
 
    “But then, if this is Hell like you claim, James, and it’s full of demons, and I’m here and you’re here…” Yasine said. “Well, that must mean we’re demons too.” 
 
    “That would be my conclusion too,” Decker said. He found himself sitting up, drawn to the woman in front of him like that symbiote pod had been drawn to the black hole. “Either that or we’re already dead.” 
 
    Without quite knowing how it took place, only that it did transpire, Decker found himself with his arms locked around the single most dangerous woman in, quite possibly, the whole of the galaxy. For her part, Zizara Yasine’s hands grabbed Decker around the back of the head and pulled him to her. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Yasine groaned into Decker’s mouth; a harsh guttural sound that brought into his mind the kind of women who sold their affection an hour at a time—or else a cornered wolverine that was one wrong move away from clawing out an aorta. Decker pulled the woman up off the floor and pressed her hard against him. 
 
    While the mental exhaustion was very much there, laying over his brain like a wet towel over an oil fire, his physical exhaustion seemed to have been swept away in the sudden fires of longing. 
 
    Decker crushed Yasine to his thickly muscled chest. In response, she kissed him with aggressive savagery. Her tongue flicked out and ran teasingly across his teeth and lips. Decker, had he ever entertained the idea that what was happening would ever have happened,  might have expected Yasine to be all domineering control.  
 
    As it was, there was a definite submissiveness to the way she allowed herself to be manhandled by him. He wondered how long it would last. 
 
    Yasine slurped at him, sucking at his lips in a way that surprised him—as much as anything could surprise him at that point. Things appeared to be progressing faster than his brain could follow. They had sprinted away from thinking and deep into the realm of instincts.  
 
    She was on him like carbon on the Fortune’s main exhaust thrusters, and Decker had to admit he was loving the sensation. 
 
    Abruptly, they broke apart. For a moment, Decker thought he was about to be the recipient of the tried and tested ‘this was a mistake’ line. The pair of them were flushed and breathless. At least, Decker felt flushed and he could see that Yasine was breathless. Under the unforgiving LED lighting though, he was almost positive that there was a slight pink bloom to the woman’s cheeks. That might’ve been, quite literally, a trick of the light. There was no getting around the fact that Yasine was definitely breathless though. 
 
    Breathless not with the exertion of the heavy tonsil hockey, I don’t think, Decker’s stunned mind told him, but with the potential for what might happen in the next little bit. 
 
    As people grow increasingly aroused, first their breath will deepen and their respiration rate will increase, like they’ve been running or fighting. Then they’ll begin to hold their breath as their muscles clench rhythmically. This is a necessary and universal predecessor to orgasm, Cap. 
 
    The words floated out of the tangled junk heap of Decker’s memory. They had been uttered by Rosa Hawkes on the Fortune, during a drunken discussion involving the whole crew. The subject had arisen because Girrath had overheard Croaker with a hooker and thought she’d been about to expire. There had been— 
 
    “Captain Decker,” Yasine said, jerking him from his random, and not really appreciated reveries of times gone by, “I’m going to require you to give me a thorough tour of this cabin of yours, as well as a tour of what’s under your uniform. As the one who organized this exhibition, not to mention partly funding it, I think that’s well within my prerogative.” 
 
    “Holy shit,” Decker gasped, still trying to play catch-up as Yasine’s piano player’s fingers began fiddling around with his combat fatigues. “Are we role-playing, right now?” 
 
    Yasine let out a noise low in her throat. It might have almost been a laugh, had Decker thought her capable of making such a sound. 
 
    “Just shut that not entirely unattractive mouth of yours, James dear,” Yasine said as she took a handful of Decker’s crotch in hand and squeezed. “Let’s just say that I’m taking this ship’s captain hostage and expect a very large, and very hard, ransom for him.” 
 
    “Honestly, all you had to say was that the heat of battle—or, I suppose, the thrill of almost being crushed into an infinitesimal ball of nothing was on you. I understand that, you know. 
 
    Yasine continued squeezing and kneading away at the front of Decker’s bio-suit as she tugged his pants off, while he bit at her earlobe and ran kisses down her neck. 
 
    There was not a lot of room in Decker’s private quarters, for all that he was captain of the space-cruiser. 
 
    Decker and Yasine melded into one another. They banged into the little desk, knocking the few personal items that he owned off it, as they struggled out of their clothes and bio-suits. The skintight, adaptive suits that all space travelers wore to protect them from the ever-changing environments of different planets, as well as to ensure they didn’t die in ninety seconds flat if the lost atmosphere in a portion of the ship, were good for a great many reasons. 
 
    Impromptu sex was not one of them. 
 
    Still, while the rather pleasant diversion of getting one another undressed was taking place, Decker busied himself by feeling up the one woman who should have been completely unattainable. His callused hands pawed up and around the front of her warm body and cupped the surprisingly heavy tits that her bio-suit contained and her habitual white leather coat hid. 
 
    He massaged them gently at first, but then more roughly at the aroused groan of their owner. To his satisfaction and delight, he felt the willowy criminal mastermind’s nipples harden under his touch, responding as he pinched them between thumb and forefinger. 
 
    “James, James, James, is this any way for a captain to behave?” Yasine said as she pressed her lips against his throat, running them up and down the stubbly trunk and along his muscled shoulders. 
 
    “Come on, perfect behavior is born of complete indifference, we both know that,” Decker grunted, twining his fingers through Yasine’s messy white hair and pulling her head back so he could kiss her. “There’s a whole category of unhappy motherfuckers out there who miss out by not allowing themselves to be weird or impulsive enough, but you and I ain’t two of them, Madame Yasine.” 
 
    Without waiting for an invitation, he shoved her down onto the workaday bunk with its thin but supportive gel mattress, roughly parted her legs, and started kissing and licking the inside of her thighs. 
 
    “Ah, that tickles!” Yasine hissed, her hips squirming. “Don’t bounty-hunting captains have to shave?” 
 
    Decker looked up for a moment, caught Yasine’s eye, and then looked pointedly between her legs and said, “It would appear that being the unratified head of the Unofficial Consortium of bounty hunters means you do have to shave.” 
 
    Yasine hit him around the back of the skull, then let her head fall back and moaned—quavering, excited, little moans that goaded him on—as he bowed his head and began applying himself.  
 
    While Decker teased Yasine with kisses and nibbles, he reached up and began rubbing at the front of her ever-so-inviting pussy with his thumb. He then ducked his head in, and she made a noise in her throat, something between a gasp of surprise and a soft groan of amorous delight, as his tongue contacted her wet slit for the first time. 
 
    If there was ever time to throw all caution to the winds and enjoy just being alive, then it was after surviving the whirlpool pull of a blackhole. Decker lost himself in eating Zizara Yasine out. He spread her pussy lips wide with his fingers and devoured her. 
 
    The taste of her was intoxicating. He lapped at the austere woman’s box with a blundering haste brought on by a combination of tiredness and overzealousness—not to mention his drive to sample this previously out of reach fruit.  
 
    Yasine reached down and grabbed the back of his cranium, pressing him harder against her groin, while thrusting her hips toward him. “That’s the spot, James, don’t be shy,” she whispered huskily. “You’re unquenchable and steadfast by all accounts. Prove it to me!” 
 
    Yasine was so aroused that she was practically oozing eroticism. Decker found her so incredibly wet and turned on that her juices were liberally coating his chin and lips, to the point where they were running down the sides of his neck and covering his nose. She moaned like a slattern, with an unapologetic visceral need. 
 
    “Shit, you’re really not going to kill me after this, are you?” he asked, during a pause for air. 
 
    Yasine reached down with both her hands and attempted to pull Decker back down toward the bright pink slit of her exposed pussy. 
 
    “Now why would you say something like that, James?” she asked, even as she opened her legs as wide as she could so he could stick his tongue as deeply as it would go into her. “Can a successful businesswoman not be allowed to blow off a little steam?” 
 
    “Don’t take this the wrong way, but the only steam I can imagine you blowing off is the depressurizing of an airlock as you space your sexual conquests.” 
 
    Yasine only grinned down at him with those sharp white teeth and her all-black eyes of hers. 
 
    “I think I know a way to stop your talking, James,” she said. “A couple of ways actually now that I come to think about it.” 
 
    The soft slap of his tongue inside of the long-limbed beauty was modulated by the hissing gurgles of sexual fulfillment emitted from her throat as she tilted her head back, resting it on his pillow, and closed her eyes. 
 
    Decker soon found out the woman was as good as her word. 
 
    In a very sexy way, which was more that of a subservient underling than a ruling overlord, Yasine smoothly switched positions with Decker. She leaned forward and began to lick and kiss around his nuts and thighs.  
 
    For the longest, most excruciating time, she didn’t so much as touch the big bounty hunter’s cock, though strands of her bright white hair tickled his shaft and sent little rivulets of nervy pleasure flowing around his groin and up his stomach. 
 
    “Okay,” Decker said through gritted teeth as, without so much as touching his shaft with her mouth or fingers, Yasine ratcheted up his libido to breaking point within minutes. “Okay, I suppose that this is one of those shows of power, is it? I get it. You’re the boss. You’re the fucking head of the Unofficial Consortium of Bounty Hunters.” 
 
    “That’s apparent, is it, James?” Yasine asked, the faintest trace of humor in her voice. 
 
    She pushed her wild pure white hair out of her face as he took a shuddering breath and leaned his head back against the unforgiving bulkhead behind. The sound of his thick skull hitting the metal wall echoed around the little room, but the bounty hunter barely felt it. 
 
    Decker didn’t grab Yasine by the hair. It would have been a little too cliched, plus he wasn’t sure whether her augmented reactions might not have been to snap his wrist. Instead, he firmly guided her cunning mouth onto his throbbing dick. 
 
    “Captain’s prerogative,” he said as the woman raised her black eyes up to him. 
 
    Yasine graciously allowed this bit of direction. She kissed all around Decker’s groin carefully. He moaned gruffly and closed his eyes as she gave his manhood and his balls the kind of thorough working over they hadn’t experienced in a good little bit—even with the sex he’d been having with the symbiotes and Rosa. 
 
    Decker twitched and gasped as Yasine licked his prick and sucked on his nuts with undisguised hunger. As she bit and nibbled at the sensitive skin around the base of his cock, before running a cavalcade of adoring kisses from the root of his root to his navel, he marveled that this was the same woman that had commanded such respect and fear amongst the Dracone criminal underworld. 
 
    These musings were banished in an instance however, when, without a word of warning, Yasine plunged her head forward. With a firm hand, she took Decker’s member in her hand and slid the whole length of it slowly into her warm, wet, velvety mouth. 
 
    Decker gave himself up to pleasure.  
 
    He was alive. One day he wouldn’t be, but that was not today, so he meant to make the most of every breath and every kiss and every…  
 
    Some time later, they assumed the sixty-nine position. 
 
    While Dracone’s most feared string-puller continued to play Decker’s dick like a professional flutist, he slipped two fingers into her embracing wetness, hooking them up so that they were practically pointing back at himself. At the same time as he was applying himself diligently to eating her out, he also began, with careful pressure, to try and locate the ever elusive spongy spot that hinted at the neighborhood of the G-spot and— 
 
    A sudden tensing of Zizara Yasine’s abdominal muscles and a sudden growl of uncontrollable ardor told Decker that he might just have struck pay dirt with his questing digit. He pressed his advantage, fingering the willowy female with even, hard, invasive strokes. Slowly, he increased the pace while simultaneously flicking his tongue across her engorged pink clit. 
 
    Yasine started making animalistic hissing noises, even while she continued to face-fuck herself on his cock. Through the own red-hot mist of his building need to fill her, Decker could tell these sounds were pretty much involuntary. 
 
    He found the sounds an incredible turn on. It was a sign that this woman, who had never been less than a total enigma to him, might just be on the verge of abandoning the last vestiges of her carefully crafted mask and surrendering herself to her surprisingly human erotic desire. 
 
    This only spurred Decker on to pleasure her harder, though he was hampered by the fact that Yasine seemed intent on getting him to blow his wad before they got down to the nitty gritty. 
 
    This, it transpired, did not take much longer. 
 
    There was no chat. No agreement. No discussion. One moment, it was all foreplay. The next second it was— 
 
    “Ooooh, fuck me, James!” Yasine said in a sort of shrill whisper. 
 
    Decker wasn’t sure whether it was a verbal ejaculation or an instruction. Deciding to err on the side of orgasm, he flipped Yasine over so that she was lying on the bunk on her back. Then he grabbed her by her shapely calves. Unable to resist the opportunity, not knowing if it would ever present itself again, he gave her tight ass a quick couple of swats with the back of his hand. 
 
    “You’ll pay for that, James,” Yasine panted. 
 
    Decker hoped she was right. Leaning on his elbows, he slid his prick into the tight confines of her dripping sex. It was so easy, the two organs may as well have been connected by a tractor beam.  
 
    They kissed urgently, teeth clacking together, as Decker began pushing into Yasine with hard, slow thrusts. 
 
    The two of them let out matching exhalations of bliss. And again. And again. Each time, he pulled out just as slowly as he had entered, paused for just long enough that Yasine started squirming and air-fucking in his direction with her pelvis, and then thrust his iron-hard dick into her, hard and deep. 
 
    “That’s… right,” she said. “That’s… right, Captain… Decker-er-er.” 
 
    She made a point of locking gazes with him while he fucked her. He found that he wouldn’t have been able to look away, even if he had wanted to. Yasine was careful to keep a little grin tugging at the corners of her usually unreadable mouth, and the sight of this—of wanting to widen that grin—captivated the bounty hunter as he slammed into her and then drew slowly out.  
 
    With each unsheathing of his member from Yasine’s delicious, tight sex, Decker made sure his cock completely cleared her pussy, before ramming it home until his balls slapped smartly into her wet ass crack. 
 
    As the minutes slipped wonderfully away, Yasine began to let out wordless cries of relish while Decker’s nuts slapped against his ass. He didn’t know whether she was egging him on or not, but he took it that she was. The soft squelch of the two of them coming together was the ultimate soundtrack to their unlooked for coupling.  
 
    Decker loved the way that the slender, but obviously powerful woman’s thigh muscles tensed up like steel cables as he plunged his length into her. As things heated, the blue light in Yasine’s temple flashed with a higher tempo. Somehow, even this cybernetic sign that things were going on inside of the woman, was enough to ratchet Decker’s blood pressure up into the red.  
 
    It wasn’t long before—or maybe it was, he couldn’t have said with any surety—he started fucking away at Yasine with his eyes closed, his mind locked into the task, and with a proper enthusiasm. 
 
    Yasine gripped the edge of the bunk, while the other hand groped Decker’s buttock. Her incredible, saucy tits bounced up and down in rhythm to his thrusts. At one point, much to his approval, she reached down, grabbed one of her sizable titties, and pressed it up toward her face to suckle at her own rigid nipple, which was only a shade darker than her alabaster skin. A mouthful of tit only made her muffled moans sexier. 
 
    Finding that he wanted a piece of that action, Decker reached up and firmly seized the breast in question, squeezing and kneading it hard. This elicited an approving gasp from his underworld paramour. 
 
    Taking heart from this, although it felt very much like his heart was currently located in his groin, Decker switched breasts and twisted Yasine’s other nipple this time. 
 
    “Harder and slower, James, harder and slower,” Yasine ordered him.”Yes, that’s it! Ah!” 
 
    Decker had almost satisfied himself with pinching and tugging at the woman’s light pink nipples, and was admiring the way they stood erect in the glare of the LED lights, when he saw the blue light pulsing at Yasine’s temple. 
 
    With an easy surging of muscle, which would have been terrifying if it hadn’t been so sexy, Decker found himself easily flipped over and mounted. Yasine put her hands on his chest to steady herself and began riding him like a mechanical bull. Her jaw was set, her disquieting black eyes narrowed to slits. Every now and again, she twitched as one who has had an electric current of lust run unexpectedly through her. She groaned and quivered all the way from her chest to her groin and down to her curling toes. 
 
    Decker grabbed Yasine by her thighs and held on tight as the woman fucked him, all but spinning around on the spot as she chased climax. Her pendulous tits swayed well within his licking and biting range. Her front glistened with the gooey wetness of sweat and sex, making her movements all the more hypnotic. 
 
    Yasine opened up her legs wide, hopped up into a squat, and spread her pussy lips invitingly. Decker’s pecker slid into her as neatly as a laz-blade retracting back into its handle—seamless and smooth as anything. She rose up a little and slapped back down with all her weight, rose up a little and slapped back down with all her weight. And again. Rinse and repeat. 
 
    At some point after Yasine had fallen into this rhythm, Decker closed his eyes and let the red haze of pure, animal need descend upon him and sweep him up like a river from the mountains.  
 
    All that was real to him was the feel of Yasine’s flesh under his hands, the hardness of her nipples between his fingers, the silky wet clinging pressure of her womanhood sliding up and down his cock.  
 
    The bunk was juddered under the vigor of her squatting thrusts. Decker’s ballbag slapped against Yasine’s clit and vulva, causing her to emit little grunting hisses of pleasure each time it made contact. It felt to him like his member was either expanding or Yasine’s lovely center was tightening up. 
 
    She let out a keening, low pitched moan. 
 
    “Ooooh, oh my, oh shit, James!” she hissed. “James, I’m going to— I’m going to co— Oh shit, yes! Don’t stop! Yes! Yes!” 
 
    In her rapture, Yasine might’ve forgotten that she was on top and currently controlling the tempo, but that didn’t stop Decker. He slid his hands under her thighs and kept thrusting upward, bouncing her on his lap. 
 
    “I’m… close,” he grunted. He felt, somehow, like this was the gentlemanly thing to do. “I’m… fucking… close!” 
 
    His own climax was about to overflow the dam of self-control. It was rising like an uncoiling serpent; lazily, but gathering speed and direction. His pillow fell from under his head and landed on the floor. Sweat dripped down the sides of his forehead thanks to the stuffy confines of his room. 
 
    He pumped away at Yasine, eyes screwed shut. Breath raw in his throat. Face contorted. His pace had quickened and Yasine was letting out little, unconscious moans of “Mm, mm, mm, mm,” as Decker plowed her from below like a piston. 
 
    Heat and pressure built between them, winding up like a spring doomed to snap and break in the best way possible. 
 
    In spite of her earlier words, it seemed that Yasine had been early off the mark with her declarations, because it was only now that her body felt like it was catching up. 
 
    “I’m… yes,” she panted nonsensically. “James, I… Yes, I’m fucking… Oh… I’m… yes!” 
 
    It was like listening to intermittent radio chatter in the middle of an asteroid belt. 
 
    Decker got the point, though. He could feel Zizara Yasine’s sex clenching and unclenching around his rod. The woman riding him was close to the tipping point. He was all too aware of himself not being far behind. 
 
    “I’m… close,” Decker panted, echoing Yasine’s words. “I’m fucking right there, Yasine!” 
 
    Distantly, through the thundering of the blood in his ears and the fog of exhaustion that wrapped his mind in the kind of warm blanket that usually went with too much liquor, Decker heard Yasine replying earnestly, “Almost… there… too!” 
 
    Decker’s orgasm surged through him and over him like a boiling river of ecstasy. His body went weak from the hips down. A thrumming rush of release sparked through his groin and stomach like a fitfully starting turbine. 
 
    Yasine began shuddering and thrashing on top of him, so that Decker’s cock was ejected from her slit. Her all-black eyes rolled up in her head, she clenched up like a pale spider on top of him, and she cried out, “Yes!” 
 
    Decker was well away over the finishing line, his careering libido running away like a racespeeder fueled with pure nitro. He was done. He was good and done. 
 
    “Shit, yes!” he said. “Here we… Oh, fucking hell!” 
 
    Cum spurted from the tip of his freed prick. He blew his load all up Yasine’s sweaty stomach as she hunched over him, mewling and moaning. A few thick ropes reached up to stick to her breasts, though he only noticed that in a very distant way. 
 
    Yasine appeared not to notice at all as she slumped forward on top of Decker.  
 
    The most fearsome and respected woman in the Dracone mumbled and moaned into Decker’s chest, her arms quivering and jerking spasmodically on either side of his head. 
 
    “Well, well, James Decker. Well, well…” she said. 
 
    He barely heard her. With his final release, various parts of his body and consciousness had come to collect their due. Decker fought to keep his eyes open, but it was hopeless. 
 
    “No pillow talk, James darling?” he heard Yasine say. She sounded amused. She also sounded like she was talking from the end of a very long tunnel. 
 
    Decker wanted to say something smart. Something along the lines of everyone growing tired. Something along the lines that even suns, at a certain point of the year, are no longer able to stay up. 
 
    By the time he’d thought that though, he was already out.

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    By the time the Farrago entered the quadrant in which the symbiote planet of Milenides was located, Decker found himself more or less back to fighting fitness. That was to say, he was no more tired than usual and had about as many of the twinges and random pains as he had become accustomed to. 
 
    That was one of the interesting things that he had learned about himself, as well as the limitations of the symbiote abilities. 
 
    Yeah, on paper, being able to heal yourself was damn handy. There was no denying that. The thing was though, that unless he wanted to expend more energy than he currently had a use for, and end up in bed for a few days, Decker could not actually make himself impervious. He could heal himself, of course, as he had done before. He could heal others in his party too. 
 
    But he had realized pretty early on after sleeping with Hera that he could not use his genesense ability to give himself the body he’d had in his youth. He couldn’t de-age his worn muscles and weary bones. Sure, he could mend a bruise or a cut or strained rotator cuff, but that beat-up muscle would still be susceptible to strains. That was just the way it was. His body was his body, and it had taken a thrashing in all the years he had spent adventuring around the system. 
 
    It was the realization that dawned on every sentient being in the end: that fragility did not reside in things so much as it did in the flesh. A busted landing gear could be repaired and a lost laz-blade replaced, but the body could not—at least not indefinitely. 
 
    Might be that it’s stronger than the soul, which once shattered can remain that way forever, Decker thought as he climbed one of the ladders that led up to the main control deck. He winced as the shoulder in question, an injury he had carried ever since he’d unwittingly run in front of a berserk snow-stamper sow and her young pup, twinged. But it’s sure as shit weaker than tusks, lead, or plasma rounds. 
 
    The sight of Milenides on the Farrago’s displays was not encouraging. Where, presumably, there had once been a planet sitting like a pearl in space, only a collection of continent-sized chunks of shattered rock now remained. 
 
    “Well shit me a new ass,” Craglin said in an awed voice from somewhere around Decker’s right hip. 
 
    Decker looked down. “I thought you were making everyone a last meal in the galley. I’m pretty sure I heard you complaining all the way up from engineering how goddamn famished you were.” 
 
    “Well yeah, I was hungry enough to eat the dick off a low-flying duck before, mate, but then this shit came up on the monitors down in the armory and… Well, I kind of lost my appetite.” 
 
    “I can believe that,” Decker said, his tone bleak. 
 
    The symbiotes had gathered around the main control deck. Their faces were drawn in pain, as if they had recently received a knife to the heart.  
 
    Decker didn’t say anything. He wasn’t the most loquacious man at the best of times, and he knew himself well enough to know that any words he offered would fall woefully short. What the hell did you say to a bunch of people who were looking upon the blasted grave of their home-world anyway? 
 
    Decker tapped one of the polycarbonate workstations and brought up a map of their immediate area. 
 
    “We’re still three-hundred and eighty-thousand klicks out,” he said to the silent room, “but we should all make sure we’re ready to disembark. Firstly though, Lorelei, can you direct us onto which, ah, portion of this place we should land on, please.” 
 
    As Lorelei consulted the holographic display and ran some analyses of the surface of all the Milenides’ fragments, Decker and Craglin continued to watch the view of outside on one of the larger screens. The mammoth chunks of what had formerly been a living, breathing, thriving world revolved loosely together. Every now and again, a couple of them would clumsily bump into one another, sending the size of city blocks spinning away in slow-motion. 
 
    “You notice how the chunks themselves seem to—” Craglin started to say slowly. 
 
    “—to glow slightly? Yeah, I noticed,” Decker said. 
 
    Craglin’s heavy features were contorted in a frown. 
 
    “They’re not as bright as a star, obviously,” he said, “but they’re noticeable, aren’t they?” 
 
    Decker spun his hand through the holograph in front of the pair of them, then zoomed out with another gesture to bring the whole of the quadrant they were in to the screen. Slowly, he turned the image around, analyzing it from the full three-hundred and sixty degrees. 
 
    “Is it just me that is noticing that there isn’t a star here?” he said. “I mean, don’t get me wrong, I’ll be the first to admit that just because a fact is being ignored does not mean that it doesn’t exist, but… This just doesn’t look to me like Milenides was ever actually orbiting anything.” 
 
    “I’m no astrophysicist or anything,” Rosa called loudly from the cockpit, where she was supervising the Farrago’s automatic approach, “but don’t planets usually need to be heated and lit by something? Like a fucking sun?” 
 
    “Indeed,” Lorelei chimed in, “our dear world did not actually ever orbit anything. We had no life-giving star around which we circled.” 
 
    “How the fu—?” Craglin began to ask. 
 
    “In fact, you could say that everything else orbited around Milenides,” Lorelei finished, acting like she could not even hear the Renkiddion. 
 
    Decker put a hand on Craglin’s shoulder in an attempt to forestall the science-based torrent of questions that were doubtless jostling one another as they strove to be the first out of his mouth. 
 
    “Wait a minute,” he said. He zoomed right out on the holographic display, so that the tiny blip of blue that had signified the Farrago disappeared and only a small label showed roughly where the ship was. Right in the…  
 
    Decker blinked and looked up into Lorelei’s calm blue eyes. 
 
    “So, this is, in a way, the center of the Myrmidon System?” he asked. “And not even in the poetic way. It really is…” 
 
    Lorelei nodded once.  
 
    “Yes, technically our home-world was at the very middle of the Myrmidon System,” Saavi said, in her slow, calming voice. “Or, well, it was before the Thraxians destroyed it.” 
 
    Decker continued to stare out at the shattered remnants of Milenides. 
 
    “Cap, what do you want me to tell the Fortune to do?” Rosa asked. “Witi is asking me for instructions.” 
 
    “Uh…” Decker said. 
 
    Lorelei brought up an enlarged version of the world-sized debris. She pointed at a massive hunk that was rotating unhurriedly, as if it was impaled on an axis. 
 
    “That’s where we are going, Decker.” As she spoke, she pointed at the fragment of the world and it glowed blue. 
 
    Decker nodded. “Set the course for Lorelei’s recommendation, Hawkes.” 
 
    “Aye aye, Captain Decker,” Rosa replied. 
 
    “And you can tell the other ship to land right… about… there.” Decker tapped on a smaller fragment of the hologram and then gestured so that it spun over to Rosa’s cockpit display. 
 
    “Tell them to go as dark as they can when they land,” Decker said. “I’m talking full comm lockout except for the channel they share with us. Heat radiators banked, power plant idling, radiation signature as low as possible. I know the Fortune is capable of going fairly stealth—we’ve hidden the old girl on enough meteors and small moons to know she can evade detection even when someone is looking for her.” 
 
    “You got it, Cap,” Rosa said and relayed Decker’s instructions over to Witi Hohepa. 
 
    Decker turned to the packed main control deck. Everyone was there; Yasine, Craglin, and the seven symbiotes, including the newest addition, Orla. 
 
    “All right, look,” he said, “I know that they say that every traveler has a home of their own, and that they learn to appreciate it the more all the while they’re wandering. I can’t imagine what you guys are feeling looking out on that.” Decker pointed at the broken planet on the screen nearest him. “Now is not the time to dwell on the fact that there’ll be no sugar-coated homecoming, that the people who knew you and whom you wanted to see are no more, thanks to those Thraxian animals. As crazy as it is to say it, there is more at stake now than simple vengeance.” 
 
    Decker stood up straight and fixed each of his company in turn with his strange, mismatched eyes. 
 
    “We have to save the fucking universe,” he said. 
 
    Craglin let out a bark of disbelieving laughter. 
 
    “That make us fuckin’ heroes, does it?” he asked dryly. 
 
    “Maybe it does,” Apricis said, shaking her red hair out of her eyes and wiping a tear from the corner of her eye with a vengeance. “After all, heroes need great sorrows and burdens weighing on their shoulders, don’t they?” 
 
    “True, true,” Hera said thoughtfully, smiling at her symbiote sister. “Otherwise at least half their greatness would go unnoticed.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s sad but true,” Decker snorted, “but no one gives a shit about a hero that hasn’t lost almost more than they can bear. It’s all part of the fucking fairy tale, isn’t it?” 
 
    Craglin slapped his hands together and rubbed them. His calloused palms hissed like fine-grain sandpaper. 
 
    “Then let’s get down there and earn the galactic-sized free drink token we’re going to be owed after this spot of work then, eh?” he said. 
 
    “Wow, you’re a real example to us all of us as to how someone can aim for the stars, short-ass,” Rosa called from the cockpit. 
 
    Craglin shrugged. “We’re talking about us being heroes. Talking like we all don’t know that heroes don’t bloody exist. Even if they did, I wouldn’t be one of them. But a bloke can still hope for a galactic open bar.” 
 
    “Enough talk,” Decker said. “Let’s land this crate and get suited and booted.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They changed into their no-fucking-around attire: shock suits, breathers, the advanced symbiote helmets, and a selection of weapons. Craglin, Rosa, and Decker also wore state-of-the-art adaptable, self-sealing, full-body hazardous material suits.  
 
    These were basically like the flight suits but were resplendent in chrome black. According to Lorelei, they provided an excellent barrier to over one-hundred and twenty-five common deadly chemicals including chemical warfare agents and toxic industrial chemicals. 
 
    “Why are we wearing these?” Rosa had asked. 
 
    “We do not know what methods the Thraxians used to obliterate the planet,” Hera replied stonily. 
 
    “But why aren’t you guys wearing them?” Rosa persisted, meaning the symbiotes. 
 
    “Symbiotes have a natural tolerance to many things that your race would find overwhelmingly lethal, to the point where we may as well be impervious to them. But there’s no harm in being careful.” 
 
    Decker didn’t care too much. The suits didn’t hinder movement and were worn under their shock suits. 
 
    The company was arrayed with a collection of weaponry. As was their wont, all the symbiotes bar Apricis went without firearms, or anything that might have been considered as conventional weaponry. Apricis had a spacer carbine tucked under one arm, as did Rosa. Decker had a close quarters battle coilgun hanging from a shoulder strap. Craglin, despite protestations from Decker, had insisted on bringing his much beloved Ultra Long Range Phase Rifle, known as the Trouble Maker. 
 
    “Just in case, love, just in case,” the Renkiddion had said when Rosa had asked him why he felt the need to bring along something powerful enough to take out small shuttles. 
 
    “I know that’s supposed to mollify me, short-ass,” Rosa had replied, “but it actually has the opposite effect. Besides, we’re pretty tight now. You can tell me the truth.” 
 
    Craglin barked out his crackling, hacking laugh, which sounded so much like he was about to either cough his lungs up or vomit into his breather. 
 
    “The truth! Fuck me, how about you try telling the truth for a day in this outfit and just see how many dirty looks you get thrown your way!” he snorted. 
 
    One thing was different to the way they usually operated: Lorelei was with them. Although she was usually bound to the ship, on Milenides she was able to leave and walk her home-world’s surface. 
 
    “I had imagined what it would be like, the next time I set foot on the ground here,” she said as the company traversed the rocky, broken barren ground. 
 
    She didn’t elaborate. None of the others needed her to. 
 
    Decker took point with Naara, while the other six symbiotes followed, and Craglin and Rosa brought up the rear with Yasine. The less experienced symbiote had the look of a greenhorn wanting to prove herself. Here, in this place, Decker found he did not have the heart to tell her that it might be smarter for her to stay in the middle of the pack. 
 
    “Decker, how does the key feel?” Lorelei asked from behind him. 
 
    The fact that Lorelei and the other symbiotes could so easily communicate with himself, Rosa, and Craglin, despite not wearing helmets themselves or having access to the comms channel had long since stopped weirding Decker out. 
 
    He reached into a pouch in his combat webbing, pulled out a thin oblong of shimmering metal. 
 
    The key. The key to the symbiote’s vault. 
 
    Apart from being seamless—in spite of the fact that it was made up of seven distinct pieces—and made from the strange metal that the symbiotes called vestrite, the key was quite innocuous. It was a simple skinny, plain rectangle, about four inches long. Unadorned and nondescript, it could quite literally have been anything. 
 
    Hell, Decker thought, it looks like a scrap. I wouldn’t bother picking it up if I chanced upon it. 
 
    Except he would. 
 
    There was something about the object that called to him. 
 
    “It’s still pulsing,” he replied to Lorelei. “It’s still pulsing slowly.” 
 
    “Good,” Saavi said. “So long as we are pointed in the right direction, it will pulse—it will sing. The closer we get, the more fervent will be its song.” 
 
    Before they had disembarked from the ship, Lorelei had ushered Decker over to the secret panel, which she had opened with a wave of her hand. To his astonishment, the seven segments of the vault key, which had also doubled as data-cubes containing the upgrades for the ship, had floated into the air. 
 
    This had been after they had exited, and the Farrago had touched down on the designated chunk of Milenides. 
 
    With another wave of her hand, Lorelei had made the gently floating segments join together, like a small shoal of fish forming up into a protective ball. There had been a burst of soft blue light and then the fully formed key had dropped out of the air. 
 
    Decker had caught it before it hit the ground. When he looked up at Lorelei and offered her the oblong of vestrite, she had simply smiled and shaken her head. 
 
    “I think it is you who will need that, James Decker,” she’d said. 
 
    The company moved on. 
 
    “Hey, Decker mate?” Craglin said, his voice a little breathless—Renkiddions were a lot of things, but natural athletes was not one of them. 
 
    “Yeah?” Decker said. 
 
    “I forgot to ask, but what was the final upgrade?” 
 
    For a second, Decker didn’t know what the little ginger-headed chap was on about. Then he clicked. 
 
    “For the Farrago?” he asked. 
 
    “Nah, for the bloody food fabricator,” the Renkiddion quipped. “O’ course the bloody Farrago, mate.” 
 
    Decker shook his head, regardless of the fact that the little genius at the back of the group wouldn’t be able to see him. 
 
    “I forgot to ask,” he said. 
 
    In truth, the fact that the Farrago would have received an upgrade once the data that Orla had been carrying had been added to its onboard computers had been driven clean out of his mind by— 
 
    “That’s not like you to make such an oversight, James,” Yasine said. 
 
    Was there the faint trace of a smile in her voice? 
 
    Decker was saved from making a stuttering reply by Orla. 
 
    “The main amelioration to the Farrago will be to its jump-drive,” she said. “It took some time to complete, but the process should be done now. It should, if the ship is as advanced as it looks, make it more efficient and basically faster when traveling through jump-space.” 
 
    Rosa made a little disbelieving sound. 
 
    “But… we’re already traveling through jump-space,” she said as they paused at a wide fissure and Decker tried to make up his mind as to which way to go. “There’s just no way that you can go faster than that.” 
 
    Orla tilted her head to one side and regarded Rosa. 
 
    “What?” Rosa asked. 
 
    “You are a very intelligent woman,” Orla said. “I can tell this. It is written in your stance and in your eyes, and carved through your soul.” 
 
    Rosa blinked, blushed through the faceplate of her helmet, and started to stammer out a thanks. 
 
    “But you are blinkered by the limitations of your kind,” Orla continued. “That’s not a good or bad thing, you understand, just a fact.” 
 
    “Well, I’m all ears as to how you can achieve the unachievable,” Rosa said, not unkindly. 
 
    As they set off again, heading along the fissure toward the center of the where the planet must once have been, Decker heard Orla say, “Well, it’s not that the ship itself becomes more powerful, you see, Rosa, not in its reactors or anything like that.” 
 
    “Then how the hell can it go quicker?” Craglin asked. 
 
    “Rather, it’s a case of my additional data cube allowing the Farrago to slip through both space and time more easily,” Orla said. 
 
    Rosa did not answer. Decker didn’t blame her. He wasn’t sure what he would have said to that nutso declaration. 
 
    “You’re talkin’ about fucking time travel, aren’t you, love?” Craglin said, with his usual tact and manners. 
 
    “Essentially, the upgrade I provided for the ship, and which I was entrusted with by our elders, will allow the ship to travel through time as well as mundane space, in little incremental bursts,” Orla said, quite casually. 
 
    “Hold on, hold on, hold on,” Craglin said. “You can’t just say that we can travel through bloody time, just like that. What about the little matter of causality, eh?” 
 
    Orla sounded like she was going to say something, but Craglin steamrolled over the top of her. Decker rolled his eyes, but kept most of his concentration on the pulsing key in his hand. The throbs had upped their tempo a touch, as if the key approved Decker’s choice of direction. 
 
    “Hold on, hold on, hold on,” Craglin said. “If we just go and tell causality to go and jump in the lake, then the entire bloody structure of physics crumbles into flaming ruin and we can’t get any work done. Causality mandates that causes must precede effects, or it becomes impossible to make predictions, hence why time travel can piss off. That’s why it is called causality, right? Science in general, and physics in particular, is all about making predictions, and time travel just shits all over ‘em.” 
 
    Decker wasn’t sure whether Craglin was affronted at being told that there was, indeed, a branch of knowledge that he knew nothing about, or ridiculously excited. He would have bet the latter. After all, Craglin did not make a habit of being rude to people—so long as they were fronted by a pair of breasts. 
 
    To Decker’s relief, Orla burst out laughing. Glancing back, he saw the pretty symbiote drop back and put a hand on Craglin’s shoulder. 
 
    “Calm yourself, Master Renkiddion,” she said, in a mollifying voice. “There will be a time for you and I to get into the very guts of why we live with the fact that there appears to be nothing in physics that forbids time travel, or why it might be argued that time is now one of the four dimensions, on an equal footing with the three spatial dimensions—I emphasize that ‘equal footing’ does not mean that time is the same as space. I merely mean that time is treated the same as space mathematically.” 
 
    Craglin’s face was slack-jawed. 
 
    “Suffice to say,” Orla continued, flashing a dazzling smile at the little humanoid stumping along next to her, “that the power that is now available to the Farrago is similar to my own power over objects of a certain size. It might appear, to the uninitiated eye, that I transport objects and people—if they are nearby—but I am not actually teleporting them; I am simply making them occupy a slightly different timeline.” 
 
    Craglin let out a little gurgle. 
 
    Rosa laughed and thumped the Renkiddion on the back, as Orla smiled and moved up to join her sisters. 
 
    “Put your tongue back in your mouth, short-ass,” Decker heard her say. “You don’t want your breather filled up with drool.” 
 
    The company marched on through the desolation that whatever planet-killing weapon of mass destruction the Thraxians had left in its wake.  
 
    Not a whole lot was left of Milenides. Not a lot that was particularly and uniquely of symbiote design or manufacture at any rate, to Decker’s eye. The ruins of symbiote civilization were much like the ruins of many civilizations and places that he had seen: grand buildings of stone that had been blasted, roadways that were now in fragmented pieces, towering skyscrapers reduced to slagged nubs of twisted metal. Occasionally, some piece of ornate golden tech could be seen, but it was nothing that Decker would have stopped to take a better look at. Broken was broken, and the fact that it was of symbiote manufacture only made it more depressing. 
 
    It was a strange feeling to be walking in the footsteps of so many lives. Lives which had been so recently expunged by the hated Thraxians. The symbiotes were now just one race among however many before them, who were perhaps destined to be forgotten by the rest of the universe—even those few who had been aware of their secret existence in the heart of the Myrmidon System in the first place. 
 
    The thought that the majority of the universe’s population would go on with their lives not knowing what became of the people who once spent their lives here made Decker sad. A strange feeling of mournfulness swept over him; he, a man who had seen more death and destruction in his life than he cared to remember. 
 
    But with that feeling came another juxtaposing one, one that had a strange sense of comfort about it. It was as if he had been hit with the impression that he had set foot on a broken world that was nonetheless rife with a certain opportunity. An opportunity that no one could take. 
 
    Only us, Decker thought. 
 
    He felt a flash of guilt at the idea that the destruction and dismal carnage all around them might provide him, of all people, with an opportunity. He quickly smothered the feeling though. It was important not to despise your own place and hour in the grand scheme, he reckoned. Every place, after all, was under the stars, and every place was the center of someone’s world. 
 
    “The Thraxians really did a number on this place,” Rosa said grimly. 
 
    “I fear that the only way that Milenides will ever be home to life again, even some of the smaller fragments, is if someone were to transform it over the course of millennia through terra forming,” Hera said sadly. “Even with my abilities to help though, the conditions are currently far too extreme to allow for life to sprout on its own. Even if they were milder, the chances of life sprouting and then sustaining itself are still slim to none.” 
 
    They traipsed on, winding through the vast amount of carnage. The key pulsed more and more insistently in Decker’s hand. In a way that he could not describe, it pulled him onward. It was not a physical sensation, but as they marched on, and the key pulsed faster and faster, he felt some force propelling a dragging him onward. 
 
    “We’re getting closer to the vault,” Decker blurted after an hour of walking. 
 
    “Typical, James,” Yasine said. 
 
    “What do you mean?”  
 
    “Look up, darling.” 
 
    It was only then that Decker became cognizant that he had been striding along looking at his feet for the last however long. 
 
    They had come to the end of the chunk of blasted and soot stained rock they had been traversing. Right in front of Decker was a cliff that dropped into space. Beyond that cliff edge, a kind of floating staircase led upward into the void and ended at another smaller chunk of planet. And on the edge of that far fragment…  
 
    “I see something there,” Apricis. 
 
    “S-something g-g-glinting,” Lux added. 
 
    “The vault?” Decker asked. It was too far away to make out details or dimensions. What was more, he had found out that his last Herculean effort to pull the symbiote pod from out of the gravitational clutch of the black hole had fried his tactical contact lens. 
 
    Lorelei held up her hand in the direction of the glimmering object. Decker saw her frown after a moment’s effort. 
 
    “My metallurgency is ineffective,” she said. 
 
    “As is my cogency,” Aoricis said, coming to stand next to Lorelei and Decker. 
 
    “We’ll need to jump across,” Lorelei said. “Only that way can we find out if that is what we seek.” 
 
    “Oh, good,” Rosa said.

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They did it. One after another they leap-frogged from floating rock to floating rock, from hanging boulder to hovering slab.  
 
    Decker tried not to think about which way up he was facing. The possibilities were endless in space. He had seen many bounty hunters, tough guys and girls who were unaccustomed to space walks, freak out on that score. 
 
    After what felt like hours of staring at the distant light in the distance, it began to grow. Once the final leap from the last makeshift step to the final platform had been completed, they eventually found themselves standing on the edge of a glowing light source. 
 
    It was a golden, ornate cube floating absently in the middle of the shattered planet’s broken and stony entrails. It was massive, far bigger than Decker had imagined on their approach. He could have parked both the Fortune and the Farrago in it and had room to spare. 
 
    Decker approached it warily, with the symbiotes, Rosa, Yasine, and Craglin coming behind. 
 
    “This has got to be it, right?” Rosa whispered over the comms. 
 
    The key buzzed nonstop in Decker’s hand. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “This is it.” 
 
    They stood and gazed in wonder for a minute or two. Then Naara nudged Decker with her elbow. 
 
    “What?” he asked distractedly, not taking his eyes from the glorious wonder of the floating vault. 
 
    “There,” Naara said. 
 
    With difficulty, Decker dragged his eyes away from the general splendor of the structure rotating slowly in front of them and looked where the symbiote was directing. 
 
    And he noticed a slot in the single door that he could see in that whole huge fabrication. He frowned. 
 
    “That’s where… That’s where the key goes?” he said dazedly. 
 
    Naara nodded. Her eyes were shining with trepidation, fear, and excitement; a potent mix. 
 
    With a look back at the symbiotes pressing in behind him, Decker reached out and slotted the key into the keyhole. 
 
    Without a split-second’s hesitation, the vault ceased its glacial rotation and hung suspended and motionless. The door in the structure was outlined in a building white light, and then it started to open.  
 
    A wonderful golden glow flowed out. It wasn’t the gaudy, over-the-top, glitzy shine of hoarded wealth, but something purer and cleaner, somehow. It was like Decker was watching the light of dawn run across some savannah; sunlight made liquid. 
 
    Just behind him, Rosa gasped. Even the perpetually cool and controlled Zizara Yasine uttered some muted exclamations, though he didn’t catch the words. 
 
    He couldn’t smell anything through his breather, but Decker’s mind filled in the blank thanks to the simple, but overpowering, visual stimulus. His head became full of the smells of late summer; meadows full of nameless wildflowers, honey, the hot tarmac of a launch pad under an afternoon sun, running water. 
 
    He blinked. The light faded a little, or else he became slightly more accustomed to it.  
 
    “Wha-what the hell was that?” he stammered. 
 
    “What was what?” Lux asked him. 
 
    “What was what?” Craglin blurted, his voice hoarse with some unrecognizable emotion. “It was like… It was like getting drowned in a whisky barrel. It was like… having the best of yourself plumbed directly into your veins.” 
 
    “I felt the same,” Yasine said. Her voice was even more quiet and intense than it usually was. “I felt like… Like a curtain was pulled away for a second, and I caught a glimpse of how good the world—life—without any of the bullshit that we humans worry about could be if we just…” 
 
    Decker turned around to see her shake her head. 
 
    “I felt none of that,” Lorelei said. “Perhaps, the sensation you experienced was a more intense version of what us symbiotes felt.” 
 
    Decker looked around at the seven symbiotes, standing as still as if they were carved from stone in the doorway of the now stationary vault. Their faces were glowing and pointed as one toward the space beyond, which Decker could not make out because of the golden light that dazzled his eyes. Hera and Naara had tears in their eyes. Saavi was clasping hands with Orla and Apricis. 
 
    “And what did you feel?” Decker asked, finding to his surprise that his throat had gone strangely tight. He cleared it with an effort. 
 
    “That we’re home,” Lorelei said softly. “That we’re about to walk into the heart of what made Milenides the motherland of our kind. Come.” 
 
    Without further ado, Lorelei stepped into the embracing, basking glow. Decker and the rest of the crew stepped inside the vault behind her. 
 
    “I always thought that it was the people that made a place home,” Rosa said as the company walked into the vault. Visibility was still not great. It was like staring down the barrel of the most gorgeous sunset that had ever been. 
 
    “And thus rises another difference between our species,” Orla said. 
 
    “How do you mean?” Rosa asked. She had her hand in front of her face, trying to block the light that was glaring into the faceplate of her helmet. 
 
    It must be bright as shit, Decker thought. Our faceplates automatically darken and I’m still squinting like an idiot. 
 
    “Of course, we miss our kin,” Orla said. “We miss everything about them, as anyone who has ever loved and lost anyone else can appreciate and empathize with. There is great personal sadness in the fact that there are only seven of us left.” 
 
    “But?” Rosa asked. 
 
    The medic of the Farrago was moving her head this way and that, as they walked carefully forward, following Lorelei. Decker found himself doing the same. The problem was that the light was not coming from a single source. It emanated from the very walls of the vault—from all around them. 
 
    “But symbiotes look at time and death, and the seeming futility in both those things, differently than humans,” Orla continued. “We have been in existence for far longer than you. We have delved more deeply into certain matters—”  
 
    “Some might say we should have done less delving and studying, and more defending and preparing our world,” Apricis commented. 
 
    “Studying of what?” Craglin asked. 
 
    “You’re talking about death,” Yasine said quietly. “The greatest mystery of all—at least to us.” 
 
    “Yes,” Lorelei said. “We dedicated eons to that study. We had only just started to sneak glimpses into that particular enigma when the Thraxians came. Please be patient with this light, it will fade when we bypass the outer chamber.” 
 
    “You studied death?” Craglin asked. “How the bloody hell do you do that, then?” 
 
    “Short-ass, you’ve got to get over the fact that you’re no longer the biggest brain in the group, all right?” Rosa teased. “But don’t worry, you’re still the ship’s biggest piss artist.” 
 
    “We learned much,” Orla said simply. “What we learned, or were beginning to learn, is something that many might find comfort in.” 
 
    “Go on,” Decker said. 
 
    “In the synaptic bridges of the hippocampus, while looking into the decaying act of neurogenesis in the dying, we acquired a knowledge. We saw something in the depths of the eyes of the deceased.” 
 
    “Pfft,” Craglin said. “We’ve all heard that old wives’ tale: that you can see the last image of what a dead person saw if you look deeply enough into their eyes.” 
 
    “That rumor has never reached the symbiotes,” Saavi said at once. “It seems unlikely, though.” 
 
    “No, this was not looking into the physical eye,” Orla said. As they continued, the non-symbiote members of the company moved clumsily due to their semi-blindness. “Rather… Well, science aside, can you guess what we saw? That many of those who passed on welcomed their deaths. Not initially, perhaps, but right there in the last infinitesimal moment, etched into their nerve endings and neurons, there was a chemical signature that could only be read as an indisputable relief.” 
 
    “Relief?” Decker asked. “Why? Because of pain or something?” 
 
    “No, not alleviation from pain, but from the fear that so many of us hold within ourselves,” Orla said. 
 
    Decker was finding that he could open his eyes a fraction more. He had a feeling that whatever outer chamber Lorelei was leading them through was coming to an end. That feeling started his scalp to prickling and his palms to itching. 
 
    “We believe that this alleviation of fear was due to the fact that in that immeasurable moment, they became aware for the very first time that they had the dizzying choice to just… let go.” 
 
    “It was postulated that in that space between heartbeats that the dying perceived, in that last nanosecond, what they really were,” Hera said. “I read the research. It was fascinating. They perceived what they, just as themselves, as well this whole kaleidoscopic piece of theater that we call life, was never anything other than a lucky break, a cocktail of presumption and dumb luck—and you could just let go of it all.” 
 
    “Can you imagine what it must have been like for them?” Orla said. “Having an epiphany, coming to the understanding that they didn’t have to cling on so tight anymore. To understand that all their life—all their love, all their fear, all their treasured memories, all their anguish about this, that, and the other, it was all the same thing in the end: a vivid dream or hallucination, almost. A dream that they had inside the ultimate privacy of their own heads. The dream about being a symbiote. Unlike so many vivid dreams though, this one did not have a monster at the end of it, but rather some exquisite encore.” 
 
    “And that encore was…?” Decker prompted. Despite what they were currently doing, he found himself engrossed. 
 
    “Alas, that was what our keenest minds were hoping to unravel,” Orla replied. 
 
    “So, what you’re saying is,” Yasine said, “is that if we die, there’s really no reason to fret.” 
 
    “Yes,” Orla said, without a shred of irony. 
 
    “Bugger me,” Craglin said with a chuckle, “but I could have used that advice the moment I set foot on the ship with the rest of you.” 
 
    “We’re here,” Lorelei said. 
 
    With the same abruptness with which it had engulfed them, the dazzling golden light dissipated. There was still a suggestion of it in the air, but it was no longer blinding. 
 
    Decker’s eyes opened— 
 
    —and so did his jaw. All the way down to its southernmost limitation. 
 
    “Holy fucking fuck,” he breathed. 
 
    The inside of the vault was way larger even than the outside suggested it might have been. In fact, the more time he spent gazing around like a stunned fish, the more convinced Decker became that the interior proportions were kind of… impossible. 
 
    “It’s roomier in here than it seemed from the outside, huh?” Rosa said in a voice that sounded a little overwhelmed and weak at the metaphorical knees. 
 
    “I was just thinking the same thing,” Decker said. His words came out with difficulty. He supposed that had something to do with the fact that his chin was resting on his chest. 
 
    “That is of no surprise,” Lorelei said. 
 
    Decker saw that the elfin blonde was looking around with pride shining in her eyes. 
 
    “In fact,” she said, “you are gazing at an architectural innovation known only to our kind. This is what you might like to think of as a pocket dimension.” 
 
    Decker could only grunt in incomprehension. Even Craglin had no question to shoot at Lorelei. The little Renkiddion was staring around himself with plain avarice stamped across his features, as clear as day even behind the reflective faceplate of helmet. 
 
    They were in the middle of a vast room. Around them were, simply put, hordes and hordes of treasure. There were giant towers of gold, silver, and platinum bars; mounds of neatly pressed inch-thick plate-like discs of palladium, rhodium, osmium—and probably a bunch of other rare ‘iums’ that Decker could not identify. 
 
    “So shiny,” Rosa said. 
 
    “Shiny,” Decker agreed. 
 
    Shiny was the word. 
 
    It was staggering. He was looking at a collection of fortunes. He was in the presence of enough wealth, of various sorts, to build cities, to build fucking galactic empires, to build planets from the ground up. It was absurd. It was beautiful. It was terrifying. 
 
    “Imagine if the Thraxians had actually taken the time to plunder this place instead of succumbing to their overwhelming desire to just wreck shit,” Craglin said, his voice coming thickly through the comms channel. 
 
    “Craglin, are you fucking tearing up?” Rosa asked. 
 
    “You’re fucking tearing up,” the Renkiddion replied thickly. 
 
    In the center of the room, Decker saw a platform with what looked like a sword’s hilt sticking out of it. There were pyramids of cubes, which he thought he recognized as data cubes. Banks of convoluted and fluted data banks of glass and copper, flickering with iridescent blue lights lined a wall, rising out of sight up to the ceiling.  
 
    Knowledge, he thought. The greatest wealth of all, if you’re that much of an idealist.  
 
    “Is that an altar?” he asked no one in particular. 
 
    He stepped toward it, drawn to it against his will. Around this altar, he saw an intricate mural carved into the golden floors of the vault. He could not make it out, but it spoke to him of secrets, of warnings that might go unheeded. He approached the altar. All around him, the hum of data banks filled the air like a gentle swarm of bees. 
 
    “Decker—” Lorelei said sharply. 
 
    Too late. The golden haze had swept him up. He almost felt drunk. 
 
    No, this is better than being drunk. Better than any high, he thought. This is the pure taste of almost certain victory. 
 
    On the edge of his hearing, Decker could have thought he heard a music of some kind. The whole experience was intoxicating. Out of the corner of his ear, he heard Yasine—Zizara Yasine—giggle. 
 
    Decker put his booted foot on the first step of the altar, his eyes fixed on the sword hilt. But as soon as he placed his foot on the bottom stair that led up to the dais, he heard something stir from within the treasure mound off to his right. 
 
    Decker paused. 
 
    The jarring sound of Yasine tittering hit his eardrums again. He blinked. Then there was more noise, the metallic clatter followed by the dragon-like roar as tons of precious metal thundered down from neatly stacked piles. 
 
    Suddenly, not far away on Decker’s left, an ancient-looking automaton emerged from one of the numerous towers of stacked metal bars. 
 
    “Ah,” Decker said. 
 
    A flicker of movement to his right made him half-turn. There was another. 
 
    “Cap!” Rosa yelled from behind. 
 
    And another. 
 
    The roar of falling metal and jingling wealth filled his head and ears and mind. More automatons emerged from the horde. Some moved jerkily, others with the fluidity of a human being. 
 
    Before long, they were surrounded. 
 
    “Oh dear,” Saavi said loudly as the automatons closed in. 
 
    “What seems to be the problem?” Decker asked dryly. The treasure-drunkenness was leaving him now, running out of him like blood and making him feel cold and empty. 
 
    “That look, Decker. On your face,” Saavi said. 
 
    “That’s unfortunate,” he said. “It’s the only one I have right now.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The automatons were the color of iron left too long in a forge fire; a dusty, dirty black with streaks of bright silver running through their metallic skins. They were all completely identical; six feet tall, with smooth limbs and joints that were perfectly articulated in almost all cases, although some looked to have seized in the time that had passed since they had last been called into action. 
 
    They closed in on Decker and the others with the petrifying relentlessness that only machinery could call into action. They didn’t rush. They moved like they had all the time in the universe. 
 
    That only made them scarier. 
 
    In their movement alone, they managed to communicate that they would never, ever stop. They could not be bargained with, they could not be cajoled, they could not be prevailed upon to show mercy. Decker saw at once that there would be no point in trying to appeal to their better instincts. All they had were a set of instructions, which Decker guessed went along the lines of something jolly like ‘search and destroy’ or ‘eradicate all intruders’. 
 
    “Uh, should they be bloody well attacking a bunch of symbiotes?” Craglin asked. 
 
    “No,” said Orla. 
 
    Decker and Craglin waited to see if there was likely to be any more advice from the symbiote of time, but apparently that was all she was going to say on the matter. 
 
    “Yeah, righto,” Craglin said. 
 
    Drawing in with a textbook circle formation, their footfalls were in perfect unison. They didn’t have faces to speak of. They had heads with a single large camera in the middle, giving them a cyclopean appearance. 
 
    Decker hefted his coilgun, pressing it into his shoulder. 
 
    “Do they have weapons?” Rosa asked, her spacer carbine jumping from one oncoming target to the next. 
 
    “They are weapons,” Apricis said. “They are not equipped with standard pellet-throwers because there is no knowing how long they might be required to stay in stasis until they are activated. Standard weapons may degrade in that time.” 
 
    “So they just have their hands?” Rosa asked. 
 
    Decker eyes the gleaming fingers that were tipped with sharp-looking hooks of dulled metal. 
 
    “Yes, just their hands,” Apricis said lightly. “But bear in mind that they are strong enough to hold onto the hull of a spacecraft in full burn and tear through its skin.” 
 
    “Right, well, if we can’t stop the sons of bitches, then does anyone have any objection to recycling them?” Decker asked. 
 
    “That’s a negative, Captain Decker,” Hera said. 
 
    He raised his coilgun, but before he could squeeze the trigger, the automaton he had been eyeing up had been dropped with a sizable molten-edged hole through its metalized abdomen courtesy of Craglin’s Trouble Maker. 
 
    Decker cursed. The ridiculously overpowered rifle that Craglin lugged about had left a red streak across his vision thanks to its two-phase plasma round tracer.  
 
    As the sounds of battle erupted around him, Decker tried to blink away the hindering stain across his retinas. When he could finally see again, it was to be almost nose-to-nose with another automaton.  
 
    Decker stumbled backward as a robotic arm lashed out and knocked his coilgun aside. Such was the force of the blow that the coilgun was ripped right off the strap that connected it to Decker’s shock suit. Decker was flung sideways through the air like he was made of straw. 
 
    He hit the ground and rolled. His shoulder was burning where it had been wrenched, but he’d worry about that if he managed to survive this encounter. He made it to his feet, drawing the cryopistol at his thigh in a smooth motion. 
 
    The automaton came on. It was not running, not by any stretch of the imagination, but it looked to have picked up the pace somewhat. Decker could hear its invisible servo motors whining. 
 
    Decker fired a barrage of elemental rounds at the robot’s face and chest. The frozen pellets of snap-frozen water shattered harmlessly off the metal carapace. 
 
    “Shit,” Decker said. 
 
    An arm swung at him, and he danced out of range of the blow. He felt the wind of the automaton’s fist wash over his face. He fired a few more rounds at the oncoming robot, but that was only out of habit. It was clear that the projectiles were having no effect. 
 
    Decker thrust out with his other hand and hit the automaton with a buffeting blast of concentrated cogency. The machine was punched backward. Sparks erupted as it hit the metallic floor of the vault and slid backward some thirty paces. 
 
    Decker took a breath and chanced a look around. All the others were busy fighting. Zizara Yasine dashed away across the vault, heading not away from an automaton but toward one. The blue light at her temple was blinking rapidly, hinting at her augmentations winding up. Craglin and his insanely powerful gun was nowhere in sight, Rosa had dropped to one knee and was peppering one of the lurching robots with spacer carbine fire, but it was Orla who was nearest to Decker now. 
 
    The symbiote with the skinny white dreadlocks was fighting with a look of beatific calm. In the couple of seconds Decker allowed himself to watch her, Orla held her hand up in the direction of a heavy bar of gold that had been flung at her by one of the automatons. The bar, which would have easily caved her skull in, slowed in mid-air as if it was traveling through a wall of invisible syrup. Almost lazily, Orla moved out of harm’s way, spun under a rib cage-crushing jab from another automaton, and then slapped a hand to the machine’s rump. 
 
    At first, Decker thought that this was a bit of showboating, something which he had not reckoned symbiotes went in for. Then he saw the metal of the machine that Orla was touching change color. From the point where her hand was touching, a flaky, orange, rusty rash spread. In the space of a couple of heartbeats, this strange mechanical psoriasis had spread over the automaton’s entire body. 
 
    She’s… She’s fucking aging it, Decker perceived in a rush of incredulous comprehension. She’s aging the goddamn metal. 
 
    Within a matter of seconds, the automaton jerked to a halt. Its legs shattered at the thighs, and it collapsed in on itself with a soft clang of deteriorated metal. 
 
    Handy, Decker thought. Very—  
 
    The ground behind him shuddered, and he threw himself down just as a claw-tipped hand whipped over his head. Scampering like some kind of undignified crab-monkey, Decker retreated as quickly as his stumbling feet would take him from the automaton that had almost relieved his neck from the weight of his head. 
 
    He scooped up his coilgun from where it lay on the floor and turned, pressing it once more into his shoulder. 
 
    The automaton that had been trying its darnedest to murder him continued in his direction. Its camera eye focused in and out as it advanced. Then, its right flank erupted in sparks.  
 
    Decker grunted as a couple of spacer carbine rounds ricocheted off the thing’s smooth skin and hit him in the shoulder and stomach. His shock suit absorbed the deflected rounds, but it still left him in little doubt that he was going to have two serious bruises later. 
 
    Apricis was moving in from the right. Her spacer carbine was at her hip. She was firing the recoilless weapon with something akin to great pleasure on her face as she stalked across the floor toward the robot trying to assault Decker. 
 
    The automaton refocused on this new threat and started toward Apricis. Decker raised his coilgun to blast the thing, then cursed when Apricis repositioned herself right behind the mechanized warrior. Decker couldn’t risk the shot. 
 
    Unable to turn away from what might happen to the woman had just saved his skin, Decker watched as the robot lurched toward her. When it was about twenty paces away, Naara skidded to a halt next to Apricis. 
 
    The sultry younger symbiote clapped her hand to the barrel of the spacer carbine. Her eyes smoldered, and her odd ashy hair went a shade more toward the gray. She spoke something to Apricis that Decker could not hear over the sound of battle; gunfire, shouts, and the crash of metal on metal. 
 
    Apricis grinned. Without haste, she reloaded. 
 
    The automaton was only five or so steps away. 
 
    Decker rolled away. If Apricis was in his line of fire then he was in her line of fire and she was less accustomed, probably, to checking such things as— 
 
    The carbine in her hands spat fire. The 5.7mm bullets hit the automaton and cut into it with the effect of dozens of localized laser beams. Naara had changed the very make-up of the bullets in the carbine’s magazine so that they acted as high-explosive incendiary armor-piercing ammunition rounds. 
 
    The automaton fell backward as the suped-up bullets punched into it, riddling it with melted holes and igniting little momentary fires across its skin. Within moments, it had started to smoke and then it simply collapsed, sparking and fizzing. 
 
    Decker got to his feet. All around him the automatons, hell-bent on their destructive errands, were being carefully and methodically fought with conventional armaments and symbiote abilities. 
 
    Symbiote abilities… Decker thought. Come on, man. Use the tools at hand, why don’t you? 
 
    Decker fired two shots from his coilgun at an automaton moving toward Lux, who had her back to it. The tungsten rounds severely dented the back plating of the robot but did not penetrate. 
 
    The automaton was propelled off its feet, skidded along the ground and ended up on the floor beside Lux. The pixie-like symbiote looked down, raised her foot, and brought it squarely down onto the back of the robot. There was a shower-burst of bright blue sparks, as Lux discharged some kind of electrical energy into the metal man, and the automatons arms and legs exploded off it. 
 
    “Another tin-man down!” Decker yelled. “Love your work, Lux!” 
 
    The next automaton heralded itself by launching itself from twenty yards away to land with a ringing clang in front of Decker. Decker fired off another couple of coilgun shots. The first round missed. The second one cracked into the automaton’s arm and destroyed its elbow joint so that its left arm hung useless at its side. 
 
    The robotic figure swung a perfect haymaker at Decker, who was forced to drop his coilgun once more to evade the blow. He didn’t mind. He had been rattled a little at first—robots had always given him the creeps. He was back in control now though, back in the fight. 
 
    Back where he belonged, as much as he tried to deny it to himself. 
 
    A spray of sparks in his peripheral told him that Rosa had had her spacer carbine upgraded with the same ignifirensce treatment that Apricis had received. Decker only barely registered it. He dodged another telegraphed strike by the machine intent on killing him. Then he lashed out with a kick, aimed at his faceless opponent’s midriff.  
 
    As he connected with the physical blow, he also channeled a burst of metallurgence through his kicking limb. Concentrated as it was through his leg, the power crushed the robot in the middle. It jerked spasmodically as its internal wiring or hardware was put through the wringer. 
 
    Decker pressed his advantage and slapped his hand into the middle of the machine’s head. Using effulgencia, he captured the spark of whatever self-sustaining energy powered the humanoid warrior and turned it inward. 
 
    The automaton’s head exploded. 
 
    It might have been quite a neat bit of work, had Decker taken into account the fact that he was within the radius of the exploding head. Thankfully, his reinforced faceplate protected his face from the potentially blinding slivers of metal that burst out, but he was still knocked off his feet. 
 
    Smooth, Decker, he rebuked himself. Real fucking smooth. 
 
    Decker surrendered himself to the joy of unarmed combat then. He felt the thrilling exaltation of the moment sweep away any worries he might have had for his future—namely, it being expunged. He tried to recall and channel the numerous lessons on unarmed combat that the symbiote women had given him. They might not have used such fighting methods practically all that much, but they had studied it in great depth, and when a symbiote studied something, they dedicated themselves to it like no other human scholar possibly could. 
 
    Decker moved smoothly, and yet as unpredictably as he could, trying to personify the movement of rain trickling down a windowpane. Slowly, slowly—and then fast and sure. He blended everything he had ever learned about fighting; the rules that some planetary cultures went in for, the free-for-all bar fights he had been in, and everything in between. He mixed this up with the strange, alien abilities that coupling with the symbiotes had given him. 
 
    The result of all this, once Decker had rid himself of the worry of being killed, was effective. 
 
    He stomped sideways on another automaton’s knee joint, blasting it with a surge of cogency as he did so. Metal screamed in protest as the robot was flung off its feet and its head made contact with the floor in a shower of sparks. 
 
    Before he could dispatch his downed foe, another mechanical killing machine lunged toward the bounty hunter, glinting metal arms outstretched, while its single eye adjusted to focus on the target of its grab: Decker’s throat. Decker’s hand, resonating with unseen metallurgence, stopped the blow in mid-air. 
 
    The automaton tried to punch Decker in the side of his head, but the big man stopped the punch with more of the same psychic force and rammed his elbow up into the machine’s face. He bolstered this blow with a rushing blast of effulgencia. Sparks erupted into the air as some variety of dark lubricant sprayed like blood. Before the machine could react in any way, Decker stepped within the robot’s lethal range and punched it hard once, twice, three times in the side of the head. With each strike, he envisioned his cogency squashing the thing’s head like a hammer blow. 
 
    And it did. The automaton dropped twitching to the ground. 
 
    Decker entered that dark and happy zone that he only came to inhabit in the direst of fights. It was a place of death, of killing. It was not a state of mind he particularly liked to live in for too long, a place where he found it harder and harder to draw himself out the longer he stayed there, but it was a state of mind that had saved him on more than one occasion.  
 
    An onlooker would have noticed that there was a slight frown in the middle of his brows, between eyes that were that startlingly strange blue and green mix, as if he was trying to solve a little bit of a tricky problem. Tricky, but not that tricky. 
 
    With his open hand, the bounty hunting captain struck yet another automaton in the neck and discharged yet another burst of effulgencia into it. The blast flung the automaton away and crashed it backward through a large, squat storage bank, which had already been broken by a stray burst of gunfire. The data bank was flipped over under the automaton’s weight. Glass and metal flung in different directions and scattered with the music of destruction across the metal floor of the vault. 
 
    The automaton flung its arms around as it tried to scramble back up, but before it could, Rosa had hastened over to it and mowed it into submission with her jacked-up spacer carbine. 
 
    Decker felt a stab of pain in his hand and realized that in his eagerness to smash his opponent, he had neglected to use the effulgencia at the exact right moment. He had therefore cracked his hand into the solid metal neck, without the infinitesimal barrier of the symbiote ability to protect himself. 
 
    Broken? No matter, he thought carelessly. 
 
    His genesense ability flushed through him like an intravenously administered amphetamine. He felt the bones all along the edge of his hand shift and grind back into position. It might have hurt had he not been so pumped full of adrenaline. As it was, he registered the pain only as a momentary twinge. 
 
    Decker ran across the vault, over to where Naara was busy fighting and holding an automaton at bay with a forcefield of shimmering heat. He whipped out his laz-blade. 
 
    Noticing him, Naara held up a hand. Her graying hair paled another half shade, and Decker saw the edge of his melee weapon change. Instead of the usual crackling orange light, the edge of the weapon went an incandescent white. 
 
    Decker didn’t ask what the symbiote had done. He rushed in beside the attacking and distracted automaton and rammed the laz-blade into the base of its metal head. 
 
    At once, the automaton’s camera eye extended all the way out, like some obscene technological parody of a phallus. Then it clanked ungracefully to its knees and went completely stationary.  
 
    Decker pulled his laz-blade neatly around the back of the machine’s head, slipped it around the front, and then sliced its head off. He had seen what happened when you didn’t make sure of a kill when you got the chance. 
 
    “Thanks for the—” Decker started to growl, slapping the laz-blade back onto its magnetic belt sheath and tapping it. 
 
    “Decker, duck!” Naara yelled. 
 
    Decker twisted and dodged aside as another automaton, jerky with age and lack of care, swung a far from artful, awfully hard punch at him. The bounty hunter slapped the robot’s arm as if to help it miss his face, and the pulse of metallurgence buckled the already compromised limb. Then Decker struck the robotic humanoid in the center of its chest, denting it inward, thumped it in the crook of its other elbow, shearing it away in a spray of viscous oil, and then crashed a knee into its groin. With this final blow, Decker let rip with an extremely localized surge of cogency. In his mind, he channeled it as one might channel a water cutter; a single, tight beam. 
 
    The automaton was split neatly at the waist and fell into two twitching halves, lubricants and a blue grease leaking out of it. 
 
    A cry from behind him made Decker turn. 
 
    “Naara…” he whispered to himself in dismay. 
 
    The youngest, so far as a life measured in centuries could be reckoned by a human, and least experienced of the symbiotes had been hemmed in by three automatons. Decker cast around.  
 
    None of the others were within helping distance.  
 
    Even if they had been in the vicinity, each of them was engaged with opponents of their own. They were down to the pointy end now: the do or die moment. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Decker moved. 
 
    Naara was frightened by the automatons, that much was obvious to Decker, even as he sprinted toward her. He didn’t imagine she had had much to do with fighting and killing things before the Thraxians invaded Milenides—even when they had she had probably been sent off-world before she’d got to test her mettle against them in any way. 
 
    Decker leapt to her rescue. Literally. He jumped into the fray and used his metallurgence skill to pull the automaton closest to Naara away from her. The machine man stumbled over, as ungainly as a drunken beetle. Decker crushed its head by enclosing it in a ring of invisible metallurgence and squeezing it. 
 
    Naara was using her ignifirensce, but it was clear that her barely controlled panic had messed up her concentration. The awful metal apparition of death nearest her was glowing red hot as it was battered by the wave of heat she was sending its way. Apart from turning it into a walking radiator though, Naara’s attention was doing nothing to really harm the machine. 
 
    The symbiotes were not an inherently violent race, Decker knew. It had, in a sad way, been their undoing if you looked at it in a certain light. Decker nonetheless envied them their outlook on life, though he also saw its limitations and hindrances. Extreme violence had a way of preventing people from seeing the interests it served, but it sometimes did serve interests that were worth serving. 
 
    Leaving Naara to hopefully keep the red-hot automaton at bay for a few moments longer, Decker focused on the other machine circling around her. Now, in the blink of an eye, it turned its attention on the bounty hunter.  
 
    Decker could only imagine what it must have looked like to Naara, as she watched the man and the machine collide, while she held the other automaton off with her shimmering heat shield. Decker managed to create an armor of sorts by channeling a Decker-shaped shield of repulsing metallurgency around himself. It was draining, but he didn’t want to be focusing on this bag of bolts only to have the other one come up behind him and smash his head in with a super-heated fist. 
 
    The ability meant that even as the automaton locked its grasping arms around Decker, it wasn’t actually exerting its crushing hold on him. Instead, it was squeezing at a currently impenetrable layer of metal repellency. 
 
    Decker hissed and grunted, the first noise he had made since entering this particular battle. His arms moved in ceaseless patterns, jabbing and elbowing the automaton in the flanks and chest and its hateful featureless face. With most of his concentration being given over to keeping the metallurgency shield barrier up, each punch carried only enough cogency to leave a shallow dent in the carapace of the robot. 
 
    Throwing caution to the winds, as he wasn’t quite sure how long his symbiote enhanced stamina would last, Decker pushed out with a pulse of metallurgency, knocking his attacker from him. The automaton’s feet screeched across the metal floor of the chamber. 
 
    Decker felt his muscles burn and his head take on a touch of unwanted lightness. Ignoring it, he reversed the push of metallurgency and pulled the automaton toward him. The tin-man fell off balance and spun past Decker, who whipped his improved laz-blade up from his belt and slashed sideways. 
 
    As the automaton whirled past him, it managed to score his faceplate with a single clawed finger. 
 
    Decker one-upped it though, carving the machine’s head from its shoulders.    
 
    He staggered away, sweat brought on by fear and anger coating his body under his regulating bio-suit. Naara was still fighting her automaton. The others were finishing off their respective foes. 
 
    Decker was spent. He knew he should reassure Naara that she could fight and defeat her robotic opponent, but he couldn’t think of the right words; his mind was a wrung-out sponge at that moment. He had known many men and women with whom mentioning that they should try and inflict some extra violence would have been like telling a five-year-old that they should try some extra chocolate ice-cream. 
 
    That was not the case with Naara though, he didn’t think. 
 
    “It’s not about you and this mindless fucking thing in front of you, Naara,” he called, his voice hoarse. “It’s about saving the universe.” 
 
    Naara’s face cleared. It cleared of fear and doubt, of anger and excitement. 
 
    Decker saw her heating powers ratchet up a notch and flare. 
 
    The automaton glowed white hot, like something caught in the exhaust plume of a star-cruiser. It stopped abruptly. Then, with a soft sigh of carbonizing metal, it slumped to the ground as a pile of slag.  
 
    Decker sucked in a ragged breath through his respirator, casting around for another of the automatons. Sweat ran down his scalp. Thankfully, the symbiote breather was sufficiently advanced to not fog. To his distinct relief, it looked as if the awful mechanical imitation humanoids had all gone back to that great scrap heap in the sky. 
 
    The aftermath of the fight had left the formerly pristine chamber as a mass of scattered treasure and shattered and smoking automaton parts.  
 
    As Decker ran his eyes over the carnage, he noticed a couple of robotic limbs twitching. A shower of sparks went up from one of the automatons, which had come a cropper from a barrage of the tasty upgraded incendiary rounds that Naara’s ignifirensce ability had provided to Apricis’ spacer carbine. 
 
    Decker was just about to go over and make sure the automaton was well and truly—for lack of a better word—dead via the expedient method of cutting its melon off with his laz-blade, when Lux skipped over to it. The symbiote of all things light and energy pressed her hand to the robot’s chest. There was a dull flash of light, and a cloud of black smoke went up. The robotic humanoid sagged into a sad heap, nothing more than junk. 
 
    “Fried,” Lux reported happily, smiling up at Decker. 
 
    Decker nodded. “I don’t suppose you’d fancy going around and doing that to all of these things, would you, Lux?”  
 
    “Of course, Decker. Any residual power that any of them have retained I can use to replenish my effulgencia.” 
 
    “Is everyone okay?” Decker asked the group as whole, as Lux went off to administer the coup de grâce.  
 
    “Just another fucking day at the office, cobber,” Craglin’s voice came slightly strained and muffled through Decker’s tooth mic.  
 
    Decker scanned the room. It was only then that he realized that there had been, after those first two or so automatons being obliterated into hot slag by the Trouble Maker, little to no sign of the Renkiddion. 
 
    “Where the hell are you, Craglin?” Decker asked. 
 
    “I’ve bloody snuffed it, mate, this is my ghost talking. Just wanted to let you know I’ll be haunting your ass forever,” came the reply. 
 
    “A fate worse than death,” Rosa chipped in. 
 
    There was a shimmering hiss of metal, a lot of groaning and cursing, and Craglin fell out of a mound of what looked like almost powdered silver filings. The squat little man was still clutching his beloved ultra long range phase rifle, but had a distinctly rumpled and flattened look to him. 
 
    “What happened to you?” Decker asked him as the Renkiddion extricated himself from the collection of shiny metal coins that he had so recently been buried in. 
 
    Craglin muttered something indecipherable. 
 
    “I’ll tell you what it looks like happened,” Rosa said, strolling over to stand in front of the prostrate form of the recovering little Renkiddion—all the better to gloat at Craglin from close range. “It looks like someone—not naming any names, of course, what with me being a lady and all—got a little too cocky and a little too close to one of these automaton fuckers. It looks like someone, for once, didn’t make the correct calculations as to such things as distance, speed of enemy, and power. It looks like someone got the end of their stupidly massive gun grabbed and found themselves being thrown like a goddamn bolas into a pile of osmium crystals.” 
 
    Craglin got to his feet, then thought better of it and dropped back onto his ass. 
 
    “You might have the sort of face that could stop a space-cruiser falling out of orbit, love,” he said, “but I regret I’ll have to call your observational skills into question. That ain’t quite what happened.” 
 
    “That’s literally exactly what happened,” Rosa replied in an even voice. “I saw the whole thing, short-ass.” 
 
    She plucked a small metal can from one of the numerous pockets on her belt. Decker recognized it as being synth-skin, an aerosol dressing that no medical bay on any ship in the Myrmidon Galaxy left spaceport without. It was the most versatile piece of medical paraphernalia in a medic’s extensive arsenal. Not only was it an accelerated coagulator, which was key in microgravity where the spray helped stem bleeds and encouraged lacerated skin to knit back together. It could also, in a pinch, be used to mend rents in clothing, temporarily glue rubber hoses and the like, and patch an assortment of other little pieces of damage that a ship might sustain while out in the void. 
 
    “You’re not hurt, are you?” Decker asked Rosa. 
 
    “Oi, what about m—?” Craglin tried to interject. 
 
    “Not me,” Rosa said. “Saavi took a gash to her leg.” 
 
    “Serious?” Decker asked. 
 
    “Nothing this little baby won’t be able to take care of until we get her back to the medical bay,” Rosa said, waggling the can. 
 
    “Hey!” Craglin said as the medical officer walked over to where Saavi was curiously inspecting the gash in her thigh. “Hey, what if I need some help? I did just get thrown like a bolas into a pile of—what the fuck did she call them?” he asked, turning to Decker. 
 
    “Osmium crystals,” Decker supplied. 
 
    “I did just get thrown into a pile of osmium crystals,” Craglin said. 
 
    Rosa ignored him like a professional. 
 
    “Women,” Craglin said, giving Decker a suffering look. “Hot and cold, hot and cold. How’d she know I haven’t got any of that—what d’you call it? Internal damage?” 
 
    “I guess you passed her initial professional assessment,” Decker said, holding out his hand to the Renkiddion. 
 
    “What’s that, then?” Craglin asked, taking Decker’s proffered hand and allowing the big man to pull him to his feet. 
 
    “You’re still fucking wagging that jaw of yours,” Decker said. “I think Rosa operates under the same assumption as I do: The day we find you not talking the moment we see you is the day we know you might actually be hurt. As for internal damage… Your guts have survived, from what I can tell, an almost exclusive diet of turpentine and bathtub gin. I doubt a little old automaton would be able to do better than that.” 
 
    Craglin grunted. He grinned, showing off his slightly yellow tombstone teeth. 
 
    “Well, you might have a point there, Captain Decker,” he said. 
 
    “Any pointier and I’ve had your eye out, you silly bastard. Now, do me a favor and make sure the rest of the symbiotes are all okay, yeah?” 
 
    Craglin stomped off with a mocking salute. 
 
    Decker surveyed the damage. The vault was a shambles. The only part of it that looked to have been untouched by the hectic fighting with the relentless and terrifying automatons had been…  
 
    The altar. 
 
    Decker swallowed. The altar, with its ornate steps, etched frescoes and, of course, the sword embedded in its platform of apparently solid metal, was just as captivating as it had been before. Decker had mastered himself now though.  
 
    He had allowed himself, foolishly, to get swept up in that strange surge of drunken power before. He had been drugged enough times, for numerous reasons, to have recognized the feeling. That light-headedness when he had gazed upon the altar had been subtler and more beguiling than any serum or powder slipped into a drink had ever been. 
 
    Decker gave his head a little shake. He realized he had been staring vacantly at the altar. Setting off those terrible humanoid robot things should have been a sure-fire way to curb his enthusiasm so far as rushing into things went, but there he was staring like an idiot yet again. 
 
    You might not always have power over outside events, he chided himself, dredging up a bit of wisdom that Tyk Allbeard had laid on him, but you have power over your own mind. Remember that, and you’ll always be able to find the strength necessary. 
 
    It was a nice sentiment and sound advice, not made less so by the fact that Tyk had been lying on the floor next to an empty carafe of potent Chetune flower wine. 
 
    Decker headed slowly toward the altar. He kept part of his mind locked in a box, while the spell, as he referred to the heady, intoxicating feeling, plucked at his common sense.  
 
    He stopped in front of it. 
 
    The spell or the aura or the emanation, if that’s what it was, of the altar and the sword that sat wedged in its peak, lapped at his consciousness like an enchanting tide. Decker let it. 
 
    You won’t wear me down, he thought. Not again. I’m aware of you now. 
 
    “Decker?” 
 
    It was Lorelei. The blonde symbiote had padded noiselessly up behind him and now stood at his shoulder. 
 
    “Yeah?” Decker said, his eyes not leaving the altar and the hilt of the sword. It was hard to tell what color the sword was. With the golden glow that seemed to emanate from the very walls of the vault itself, it could have been white, gold, silver, or a combination of them all. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Lorelei asked. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    Decker thought about this. 
 
    “Taking my time,” he said after a moment. 
 
    Lorelei said nothing. Her silence invited Decker to fill the space. 
 
    “I’m going up there,” he said. Once he had said the words, he knew that he was. Only, he wasn’t going to be rushed. Not by whatever strange atmosphere held sway in this place. 
 
    Decker might not have ever counted patience amongst his waning list of virtues, but he knew when it was time to implement it. Many bounty hunters—specifically, many dead bounty hunters—had never realized the power of patience. They had never seen patience as something that was not simply an absence of action. That was why a decent number of the fresh bounty hunters that were invited, inducted, or forced their way into the Unofficial Consortium of Bounty Hunters, lasted about as long as it took to heat a reactor core. 
 
    Decker was one of the few old hands who recognized—even if he didn’t implement the knowledge as much as he should—that patience was actually synonymous with ‘timing’. It was the action of waiting on the right time to act, waiting for the right time to engage your principles, waiting for the right time to make your move and in a way that would allow you to live with yourself afterward. 
 
    “Yes,” Lorelei said. 
 
    Decker blinked. 
 
    “What?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes, you should go up there,” Lorelei said. 
 
    “You’re not going to give me some bull about it being my destiny or something, are you?” Decker asked. His tone was gently mocking, although, truthfully, it was a lot harder to discount such a thing as destiny when you were staring up at some alien altar surmounted by the galactic equivalent of a sword in a stone. 
 
    “What you humans like to refer to as their destiny is what us symbiotes usually recognize as simply being the manifestation of our characters,” Lorelei replied in a sanguine voice. “And that character, deep-rooted in us as it might be, can be altered.” 
 
    “You think I should do it?” Decker asked, more than a little surprised. “What if I set off more defenses?” 
 
    “I don’t think we were meant to set off the automaton defenses,” Lorelei said. “I think that those defenses had been addled and confused by the damage wrought by the attack of the Thraxians.” 
 
    “Still…” Decker said. “This kind of action, the grabbing of an object like that,” and he pointed up at the half-buried sword, “usually ends in some gnarly shit taking place. In my experience. If something was to go wrong… again…” 
 
    “The knowledge that we are responsible for our actions and attitudes is just a fact of this world and does not need to be disheartening,” Lorelei said. “The fact that we can change our character, our destiny if you like, should be encouraging because it also means that we are free to change what follows after. None of us are in bondage to the collective past, or our individual pasts, which has shaped our feelings, ideologies, beliefs, and background.” 
 
    “I don’t see how that has anything to do with me walking up these shiny steps and grabbing that big chopper,” Decker pointed out.  
 
    “You questioned whether you should do it, right after you declared that you would,” Lorelei said in return. “Though you mock it, it strikes me that you believe that there is something about you that is preordained—something not necessarily positive, Decker. It strikes me that you doubt yourself, that you doubt your capabilities somewhere deep down, that you doubt your… worthiness.” 
 
    Decker did not reply at once. 
 
    Don’t be hasty, he thought. Not here. Not now. There is too much riding on this. 
 
    “It’s not that I doubt what I’m capable of,” he said, his words slow and careful, as if he was plucking each one from a bush and turning them over in his hands before passing them on. “It’s more that I know what I’ve been capable of—back in the day, I mean—and I… Well, if worthiness was a genuine concern…”  
 
    “All this, what we have done in our pasts, can be altered or made use of in positive ways, so long we have the courage to examine how it formed us. Ask Miss Hawkes; we can alter the chemistry of something provided we have the courage to dissect the elements and understand them.” 
 
    Decker considered this. He took a step toward the altar. 
 
    “Don’t let your past govern your future, Decker,” Lorelei said. “You feel the call of that object up there. I see it in your face. Heed it.”   
 
    Decker squared his shoulders and handed his close quarters battle coilgun back to Lorelei. Then, he started to ascend the stairs.  
 
    The song—that’s how the call of the altar or the sword was hitting him now—drew him onward. As he climbed up the steps, Decker got a closer look at the murals carved into the metal steps. In different poses, he saw a single recurring figure reaching for the sword’s hilt, and then pulling it out, and then fighting what looked like a series of monsters—or at least a race that did not look human. 
 
    Decker looked behind him, struck by a sudden thought. He was about fifteen feet above the floor of the vault floor now. The others watched him in silence from their various positions around the chamber. His vantage point gave him a better, clearer view of the mural that had been carved into the golden floor. 
 
    The figure that appeared on the steps was depicted below him in massive relief, and was clad in ornate armor. Running around the altar in a circle was an inscription in a language that Decker couldn’t recognize. Not only that, but not being at the top of the plinth yet meant that he couldn’t even see all the text. 
 
    Decker trotted up the last few remaining steps. Standing next to the plinth in which the sword was embedded, he looked around at the full message that encircled the altar. 
 
    “There’s text up here,” he called out to Lorelei. 
 
    “And what does it say?” the blonde symbiote asked. 
 
    Clumsily and haltingly, Decker relayed the message as best he could. 
 
    “What does it mean?” he asked. “Are you able to translate it?” 
 
    From where she was resting on top of a stack of bronze ingots, Saavi laughed softly. 
 
    “Of course we know what it means, Captain Decker,” she said. “That is the ancient language of our people. That is written in the symbiote tongue of old.” 
 
    “It says that whoever wields the Balance Blade will become the symbiote’s champion and vanquish their enemies,” Lorelei said. 
 
    “Balance Blade?” Decker repeated. “This?” He nodded at the sword. 
 
    “It was said of old that the Balance Blade was used only in the direst of needs to keep equilibrium and harmony in the universe,” Hera said loudly. 
 
    “It was said that it was the chief tool used to ensure the prosperity of both the material universe and the Cloud Sea,” Naara said. “I remember the tales told by my tutors and our historians.” 
 
    Lux nodded her head so fast that it was practically a blur. “I-I-I always recall th-that those stories and histories seemed to me to convey that the universe appeared never to offer anything worthwhile without also providing a dreadful opposite.” 
 
    “And the Balance Blade was the line that divided the two,” Apricis said, running her fingers through her thick red hair. 
 
    There was a heavy silence—which was broken a moment later by Craglin’s hacking, croaking, dog-vomiting laugh. 
 
    “Myths,” he said. “We live in an age of interstellar travel and still we give myths credence. You guys crack me up.” 
 
    “Myths should not be discounted, Master Craglin,” Saavi said. 
 
    “Indeed not,” Orla agreed. “It is myths that link us all in one crucial way.” 
 
    “All right, I’ll bite,” Craglin said, scratching industriously at his groin. “What link is that, darl?” 
 
    “Myths link us, whether we be symbiote, human, or Renkiddion, because we all have futures, we all have histories, and we all have stories,” Orla said. 
 
    “And we all, every single sentient being in this galaxy and beyond it, no matter who we are and no matter what has been taken from us, or what form of cynical poison we’ve taken in, or how hard we’ve had to work to expel said poison, we all have to dream,” Lorelei said. 
 
    “Bit wishy-washy,” Craglin said, making a face, although that might have been something to do with him being in the process of pulling a wedgie out of his capacious buttcrack just then. 
 
    Decker stepped up and raised his hand to grab the sword’s hilt. 
 
    “I can’t remember the last time anything wasn’t,” he muttered to himself. 
 
    He reached out, wrapped his fingers around the hilt, and tensed his muscles. A frisson of some indefinable energy flowed through his gloved fingers, up his arm and into his chest. Decker hoped he wasn’t about to have a stroke. 
 
    He strained, tensed, and with an almighty heaving tug, the sword that was called the Balance Blade came free. 
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    They did not leave immediately. Now that the danger of the malfunctioning defense automatons had been dealt with, there was really no rush to be off the stricken world. 
 
    “So far as places to lie low go,” Decker had said, when Lux had asked whether they might not stay and have a look around for a little bit, “Milenides is pretty perfect. A dead planet that barely anyone knew existed despite being in the very heart of the Myrmidon System… Let’s hope that anyone out to get us might take a moment to track us down, if that’s what they’re trying to do.” 
 
    Regardless of the fact that Milenides was a cracked and broken shadow of its former glory, there was a lot that was worth looking at. The symbiotes, unsurprisingly, busied themselves with rummaging around the vault. Zizara Yasine was with them. 
 
    This did not surprise Decker. Yasine was a savvy businesswoman first and foremost. Possibly the most astute and perspicacious survivor that he had ever met. So far as the payment for the job that they had set out to do all those months before went, this vault had to contain far more than even she dreamed of receiving. 
 
    When Decker had last seen her, her eyes, which were the color of onyx from edge to edge, had been alight with an inner fire. To the casual observer, it might have seemed like that fire had been kindled by simple avarice, at being surrounded by more wealth than any human had surely ever accumulated or laid eyes upon—war-starting amounts of money, as Decker thought of it. 
 
    However, Decker knew the woman perhaps better than anyone else—not that that was very much, really. Still, he knew that Yasine regarded and described herself as an engineer of outcomes, and she was looking at this bounty not so much in terms of what it was worth, but its value to her; what it could be used to achieve. 
 
    Decker stood in the center of the chamber, amidst the wreckage of the battle with the automatons, and watched the symbiotes at their work. Lux was flitting from one curiosity to another and exclaiming loudly and excitedly before zipping on to the next one; Lorelei and Saavi were helping one another carefully catalog what was in the chamber on a holographic data slate that Lorelei was holding; Hera, Orla, and Apricis were talking in low voices while they tapped and fiddled with some of the large data towers; Naara was sitting on a stack of ingots and looking at her hands. 
 
    Decker thought he had an inkling as to what the symbiote was going through. He recognized the look of one who had just passed through their first martial ordeal and was dealing with the mental aftermath. 
 
    At least it was only robots, he thought to himself. Things are a lot different when the blood is spraying and you’re watching your friends get cut down. 
 
    “I’m going outside,” he said into his comms. “I need a breath of fresh air. So to speak.” 
 
    “Without the glow of knowledge shining in your eyes, the way will be obvious,” Lorelei called after him as Decker turned his back on the room. “What do you want us to do about your payment?” 
 
    He thought about this, clenching and unclenching the hilt of the Balance Blade as he did so. 
 
    “Honestly, you’ll have to talk to Madame Yasine. She’s the boss so far as negotiations and reward are concerned.” 
 
    Decker waved his hand around at the riches uncounted that lay piled and scattered all around. 
 
    “And all this shit,” he said, “is way beyond my pay-grade.” 
 
    Yasine laughed lightly, over where she was standing and watching Saavi meticulously weigh up a pile of gold dust with her eyes. “Come, James, you haven’t ever done that badly. I’ve seen your logs. I know this for a fact.” 
 
    Decker snorted and nodded. “Yeah, well, there’s having enough money in your pocket to buy your crew a round of drinks at the Cateran Supper Club, and maybe get some repairs done on a ship if you’re lucky, and there’s this.” 
 
    “Madame Yasine and I will talk,” Lorelei said. 
 
    Decker nodded again. In truth, as much as he’d liked spending his sometimes ill-gotten gains, he’d never been one for the admin side of things; dividing up the credits and so forth. 
 
    “The only thing I’d recommend,” he said as an afterthought, “is that whenever you strike a bargain and agree on a price for services rendered—” 
 
    “And services still to be rendered,” Yasine added quickly. 
 
    “Right,” Decker said. “Well, once you’ve done that, I’d recommend that we leave the agreed upon loot here until this is over. One way or another.” 
 
    “Leave it here?” Yasine asked. One of her eyebrows rose a fraction of an inch. 
 
    Decker shrugged. “All this has been safe here since the Thraxians fucked this world over,” he pointed out. “We can lock the vault behind us after all, and no one really knows this place exists.” 
 
    “And we have the Balance Blade in our possession now,” Saavi pointed out, “and we will be taking that with us. That is the most important thing.” 
 
    Decker wasn’t sure about that, but he didn’t contradict it. He still wasn’t sure that he believed these myths and legends. The idea that someone could become some sort of savior for an entire people, even if there were only seven examples of that people left, just by pulling a sword from out of a block of metal still struck him as pretty fucking fanciful. 
 
    The guy who shoved it into the block of metal in the first place, he’s the one we should be finding to help us take out Egil, he thought. 
 
    “Yeah. Right. I was just thinking that I’ve seen what greed can do to people, you know?” Decker said, looking at Yasine. 
 
    The stunning statuesque woman, with her bright white hair falling all around her face, stared back at him. 
 
    “Come on, Madame Yasine,” Decker said, flashing her one of his trademark half smiles. “You know what the likes of Nelly Ries, Meta Kula, and especially that slug Lamark Cordova are like.” 
 
    “We struck a deal with them, James,” Yasine pointed out. 
 
    Decker laid his hand out flat and rocked it from side to side. 
 
    “You don’t think they can be trusted?” Yasine asked him. 
 
    Decker wasn’t sure if she was being sarcastic or not. 
 
    “I don’t know,” he said. “All I know is that they’re usually the sort of self-serving, cunning cutthroats who a sane person tries not to do too much dealing with. The category of people who say what’s mine is mine and what’s yours is negotiable.” 
 
    Yasine pursed her lips as she considered this. Clearly, she had some qualms about leaving the fortune that was going to make her one of the premier players in the Myrmidon System behind. 
 
    “You may have a point,” she conceded at last. “Disorganized greed is probably more likely to trump organized crime, no matter what deals are made.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Decker said. 
 
    “We’ll do it your way then, James,” Yasine said. “Leave dear Lorelei and I to make the terms.” 
 
    Decker nodded and turned away. 
 
    “I’ll come with you, Cap,” Rosa said, hurrying over to him. 
 
    Together he and Rosa walked out of the shining vault of wonders, out of the modern day version of Aladdin’s cave. The sword was a comfortable weight in Decker’s hand. He itched to look down at it, but thought that once he did, he’d ogle at it for a good long while and probably end up walking into a wall or something. 
 
    “I want to take a look around the perimeter a little,” Rosa said as she and Decker neared the archway through which they had entered the vault proper. “None of the symbiote gals seem to think that there’s anything else out there that might want to spill our blood for a laugh, but I don’t think there’s any harm in being sure.” 
 
    Decker nodded. “Just make sure, you stay within comms range, Hawkes.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “You don’t have to call me ‘sir’, Hawkes.” 
 
    “I may as well pretend that I have some professional respect for you, Cap,” Rosa said, shooting him a mischievous smile. 
 
    “Thanks very much,” Decker said. 
 
    “You’re welcome.” 
 
    As they returned to the huge chamber, they came across Craglin. The Renkiddion was kneeling over the smoking remains of one of the automatons and examining it. 
 
    “Is that a screwdriver I see in your hand, Craglin?” Decker asked, suspicion clouding his voice. 
 
    Craglin looked up. He had the distant expression of one who is doing some serious cogitation. “Eh? What was that, mate?” 
 
    “The captain wants to know what you’re doing all the way down there, short-stack,” Rosa said. 
 
    “Oh, you know,” Craglin replied evasively, “just having a little rummage about. Seeing how these boys tick.” 
 
    Decker frowned. “If you think for a minute that you’re bringing one of those murderous fuckers back to life…” 
 
    “Can’t bring an inanimate object back to life, mate,” Craglin pointed out. 
 
    “You know what I mean,” Decker said. 
 
    “Ain’t nothin’ wrong with this thing but a bit of crossed wiring,” Craglin replied. 
 
    “Craglin…” Decker said. 
 
    Craglin got to his feet and wiped his oily hands on his pants legs. “Oh, come on, mate, can’t we keep just one? Come on, can’t we?” 
 
    “Keep one? As in take one back on the ship?” Decker asked. “It’s not a fucking puppy, Craglin. Are you out of your tree?” 
 
    “Nah, it’s easier to control than a puppy, that’s my point,” Craglin said. “All that we need to do is—” 
 
    “Leave it here to rust?” Rosa suggested. 
 
    “Leave it here to…? No, fuck no! You don’t just leave this sort of tech lying about. Not when you could be poking around and trying to see how it works.” 
 
    “You don’t know how it works?” Decker asked. 
 
    “The universe is a big fuckin’ place, Captain Decker,” Craglin replied shortly. “It’s full of good stuff. Nobody’s seen it all.” 
 
    Decker sucked in a breath. “Look, if you can carry it—” he began. 
 
    “Carry it?” Craglin asked, looking perplexed. He glanced down at the motionless six-foot automaton then turned his beady eyes back on Decker. “Oh, I don’t need to take the whole bloody thing, mate. Yeah nah, I mean the alloy composite casing that covers it is certainly interesting, but I’ve already cut me off a sample of that.” He patted his belt where Decker saw a small plasma cutter was hanging. “I’m sure one of the foxy symbiotes can fill me in on how they construct that. Nah, the bit I want to take home is what the layman might call the brain. That’s where the really interesting shit is going on.” 
 
    “In some people,” Rosa said, not quite under her breath. 
 
    “Ah yeah, good one, darl!” Craglin said, wheezing out a laugh. 
 
    “What the hell would you use the brain or whatever for?” Decker asked. 
 
    Craglin shrugged. “The potential—” 
 
    “For mayhem,” Rosa put in. 
 
    “—is endless, really,” Craglin finished. “Although, I wouldn’t mind crafting a helper of some kind, you know? Some little device that could help me in the machine shop, maintain the weapons, and all that sort of thing.” 
 
    Decker shook his head and sighed softly. The examination of the Balance Blade was calling to him. 
 
    “Fuck it,” he said. “You can take the brain, but I want Lorelei with you when you run diagnostics on it. Understood?” 
 
    “Yeah nah, mate, absolutely,” Craglin said, unhooking his portable plasma cutter gun and reaching for the screwdriver he’d wedged in the webbing of his shock suit. 
 
    “I’m fucking serious, Craglin,” Decker said. “No tinkering around without Lorelei standing at your shoulder.” 
 
    “You say that like having that fine lass standing next to my shoulder is something I’d find distasteful, Decker,” Craglin said. 
 
    Decker and Rosa exchanged looks as they walked away. Behind them, Craglin had dropped to his knees and was whistling tunelessly. 
 
    “I can’t believe you’re going to let Craglin bring that thing back on board,” the medical officer said. 
 
    Decker spread his one empty hand. “What’s the worst that could happen?” 
 
    Rosa gave him a sidelong glance. “How long have you got?” 
 
    They carried on down a passage that was far too long for the exterior dimensions of the floating vault to accommodate. The golden light that emanated from the inner vault cast long shadows ahead of them. 
 
    “Hey, while you’re out on your leisurely stroll,” Decker said, “would you mind hailing the Fortune. May as well tell those guys to head off, if they fancy it. We’ve secured our payment, so they’re free to do what they want now.” 
 
    “Sure, Cap,” Rosa said as they rounded a slight curve and saw the star-strewn void through the open door ahead of them. “I was thinking it was weird that we hadn’t heard from them while we were in the vault, actually.” 
 
    “Fighting and thinking, Hawkes,” Decker said. “You’re a marvel.” 
 
    “I’m a woman.” 
 
    “Yes you are,” Decker agreed. 
 
    There was something very soothing about being out under the endless curving void of the stars once more. Milenides had been robbed of its atmosphere by the awesome destructive force of whatever weapon of planetary destruction the soldiers of Thrax had used on it. There were no clouds, and without a sun orbiting it, there was no coming of day; nothing to dawn and leave the stars to die, nothing to dry up the night. 
 
    Decker looked up and took a deep breath in through his respirator. It was a funny thing, a human thing, that reaction to suck in a lungful of sweet air, even when the only air available to him came from a recycling system. 
 
    He stared around himself, his neck aching a little as he craned it around. The stars here seemed so close Decker could’ve reached out and plucked them from the sable firmament. He couldn’t, of course. That was just an illusion created by his brain so that he wouldn’t go mad as he stared into infinity. 
 
    No matter how experienced a space traveler he was, sometimes the sheer number of stars up there dazzled him. They made him feel, in the sappier moments when no one was actively trying to screw him over in a deal or kill him, like a kid again. Full of wonder and the awe of not being able to comprehend how the sky could contain them all and yet still look so goddamn empty. 
 
    Sometimes things look a lot closer than they are, Decker thought. This coming fight with Egil though, now that is close enough to touch. Soon, it’s going to touch us whether we want it to or not. 
 
    Once they were outside the vault, Rosa took her leave, her spacer carbine held loose but ready in her hands. Once she had rounded the far corner of the still stationary vault, Decker found a handy boulder nearby and took a seat. 
 
    The Balance Blade was… impressive. At least, it appeared that way to Decker’s eyes. Admittedly, his knowledge of swords was probably just about adequate enough to fill up the space on the back of one his knuckles, but still, it looked nice. It appealed to him. Such a weapon had not been used in more eons than the bounty hunter could guess at. Sure, the hassassins had their finishards, but they still employed tech of a sort. This… 
 
    Decker turned the blade over in his hands. It looked to be just a sword. Just a sword. No tech or augments that he could see. Nothing that hinted at any kind of modern tweaks. 
 
    Just a sword. 
 
    It had a long, broad, slightly curved blade made of a metal that he guessed might have been some grade of carbon steel, though really it could have been anything. While tungsten had a strength of one-hundred and forty-thousand pounds per square inch, it was no good for weapons, as it was too brittle under impact. Apart from knowing stuff like that, Decker could really only guess as to what it was forged from. 
 
    Who knows with the symbiotes? he mused. 
 
    The grip was wrapped in fine, white leather, though from what animal Decker was once more clueless. A fine, sharp point made the weapon look like the ideal choice if the wielder was wanting to pierce, prick, puncture, or perforate their enemies. The Balance Blade had a narrow, curved crossguard, which made sure the blade was both perfectly balanced and capable of protecting the hands of the person wielding it against any sliding sword. 
 
    Against any sliding sword, Decker thought, snorting softly. 
 
    What the hell was he talking about? Regular steel wouldn’t hold up against a laz-blade, even if it hadn’t been jazzed up by Naara. Besides, no one in their right mind would fight with this thing. 
 
    How would it help me against a coilgun or a plasma axe? Decker pondered. Not much I don’t think. 
 
    He ran his thick callused fingers over the subtle ornamentation and indecipherable marks that had been intricately etched into the cross-guard. It had an elegant series of runes carved and sculpted into it on each side. Although Decker was as much a weapon artificer as he was a ballerina, even he could tell that the cost of this weapon must have been so high, and the skill needed to make it so prodigious, that he doubted it had ever been for sale. 
 
    A man who is not used to such things can only hold a sword for a certain period of time before the small boy inside of him, which never ever truly leaves his soul, steps to the fore and demands satisfaction. This was an unwritten law of the universe, as immutable as gravity. 
 
    Decker looked around. There was no one about. 
 
    “Everyone okay in the vault?” he asked into his comm link. 
 
    “Yeah, mate, just doing our thing still,” came Craglin’s reply. His voice was slightly muffled, like someone who had their tongue between their teeth. “The sheilas are still doing the accounting by the looks of it.” 
 
    “Copy that,” Decker said. 
 
    Tentatively, feeling more than a little silly, he swung the Balance Blade around. He did it absently almost, trying to get a sense for the thing without feeling like some two-bit stage performer. 
 
    As the little boy inside of himself gained more control, Decker tried a few swooping cuts and thrusts, trying to get a feel for it. It was weird doing that; sparring, using a melee weapon in a training setting. 
 
    He’d only ever used plasma axes and laz-blades and fray-wands in fights. He’d never had to practice with them. He’d never bothered. 
 
    It’d always occurred to him that instinct trumped training with these sorts of weapons. The idea of running through forms or set moves had always struck him as ridiculous. When the hell, in a galaxy as arbitrary and stochastic as the Myrmidon System, would you ever need to know the ‘proper’ way in which to stab someone. It’d be more useful taking a lesson in broken bottle technique. 
 
    As he started to loosen up, the sword moved more quickly through the air. He jabbed it this way and that, cutting, slashing, blocking imaginary counters. The blade had been light in his hand when he had been holding it, but now that he had started swinging it with a semi purpose, he found that it was heavier in his hand than it should have been—almost like it was cutting through something more than just the air, such as it was in that environment. 
 
    Naturally, it was not long before Decker got bored with the air-sparring. That was, as it had ever been, the fundamental difference between males and females. Males were predictable. Decker might have had his reservations about being caught mucking around and playing the gallant knight on a piece of a shattered planet, but he had forgotten about that potential embarrassment now. He was in The Zone: the place that males of all species inhabited, where as soon as they thought of something to do, they did it. Females always showed a modicum more intelligence—they planned ahead. They gave at least some thought to not getting caught and embarrassed, if that’s what they were worried about. 
 
    Decker tried using the sword to cut through a buckled piece of piping nearby. He braced himself, ready for the jarring reverberation up the arm that was doubtless going to be his prize, and then almost fell forward when the sword sheared through the pipe like it was a breadstick. 
 
     “Whoa,” Decker said, holding the blade up for inspection. There wasn’t so much as a nick on it. 
 
    He looked around and spotted the boulder that he had been sitting on. 
 
    “What do you make of solid stone then, huh?” he muttered to himself. 
 
    He changed his grip, raised the sword above his head, and stabbed it down, point first onto the flattened boulder. 
 
    The Balance Blade went straight into the rock. It penetrated it so cleanly that only a bit of stone dust and a few fragments of rock were spat into the thin air. 
 
    “Okay, I don’t know fuck-all about swords,” Decker said to himself, “but I’m pretty sure that ain’t the norm.” 
 
    Hit by a sudden burst of inspiration, he tried to use the sword as a channel for a brief little surge of cogency mixed with a dash of effulgencia; force and light combined. 
 
    The boulder exploded, sending Decker tottering backward. There was no doubt about it. The sword seemed to augment his symbiote powers, both strengthening and sharpening them. 
 
    Decker was just about to have another go at another innocent lump of rock when a voice called his name from the direction of the vault door. 
 
    “Decker?” 
 
    He turned, wiping the stupid boy-with-a-new-toy grin off his face. 
 
    Naara stood in the doorway of the stationary vault. 
 
    “Everything okay?” Decker asked. 
 
    “Will you follow me? I would like a word with you, if I may. There is a pressurized chamber just inside, which is out of the ken of the pocket dimension. You can remove your breather if you like.” 
 
    Decker shrugged. “Sure.” 
 
    He looked around for somewhere to put the sword, but there was nowhere he was comfortable leaving it. He took it with him as he followed Naara back into the vault. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Like Naara had promised, a small chamber opened up just inside the main entrance of the vault. It was accessed by a sliding door. This door must have had a gene-lock of some description, which read and recognized symbiote DNA, because it slid open when Naara pressed her hand to a panel. 
 
    Once they were inside, the airlock had sealed behind them, and Decker had removed his mask, Naara took him by the sleeve and pulled him over to a couch that lay across one wall. It was filled with a foam that was at once supportive and as yielding and comfortable as down. Decker found himself letting out an old man sigh despite himself. 
 
    “You’re weary?” Naara asked. 
 
    Decker gave her a laconic grin. “I think that’s just my ground state of being these days.” 
 
    Naara bit her lip. Her eyes were large, and there was a serious aspect to her. Decker thought she looked preoccupied. 
 
    “You’re feeling okay? After the fight, I mean?” he asked. “I saw you were a bit shaken up and…” 
 
    Naara shook her magnificent head. “It was not the fighting that affected me so.” 
 
    “No?” 
 
    “No,” the symbiote of heat and fire said. “no, it was more to do with… Well, with you, Captain Decker.” 
 
    Decker’s eyes narrowed in puzzlement. “Me?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “In what capacity?” 
 
    “In the capacity of being a human male, I suppose,” Naara said. “You see, after you left, the other symbiotes filled me in on a few things. They explained the surge of chemicals and the rush of sensations and… Well, they told me that… That men are a little like… Boots.” 
 
    Decker gave her a blank look. It was not a hard thing to do. His face mirrored his mind. 
 
    “Boots,” he repeated. 
 
    Naara nodded emphatically. 
 
    “Yes, males are a little like boots apparently,” she said. 
 
    “Uh, why?” He felt like he was trying to tread water, only with no legs. 
 
    “It was, I thought, a very good analogy, so far as these things go.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” Decker said. 
 
    “You see, males, like boots, can be beneficial.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “But mainly… They are nice to look at,” Naara said, speaking like one who had carefully memorized something she heartily agreed with. 
 
    Decker opened his mouth. Decker closed his mouth. Then he opened it again and said, “Naara, I have no idea what you’re talking about.” 
 
    Naara held up a hand. “You see, the others explained that getting the, ah, the right one could be a lovely accessory to an outfit, yes? And there are times when you literally could not complete certain tasks without them. And then there are times when you’d rather do without them all together.” 
 
    Yeah, I suppose that sounds about right so far, Decker conceded, though he didn’t say anything in case he interrupted and they had to start this whole thing again. Still, as confused as he might have been, he had to admit that it was nice not having his mask and breather on. 
 
    He inspected the faceplate on his helmet as Naara took a moment to marshal her thoughts. The scratch that the automaton had put across it was deep and almost perfectly at eye level. Decker shivered. 
 
    “Get the wrong ones and they can cause you pain,” Naara said, recalling Decker to the present. “There are many different types of boots—and men—and often the ones that look the nicest are completely impractical.” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    When Naara did not elaborate, he took that as his cue to put his ten credits in. “When you say the others told you this, and explained this to you—do you mean the other symbiotes?” 
 
    “It was mostly Madame Yasine doing the talking,” Naara clarified. 
 
    “Ah. Got ya.” 
 
    “But the point is still a good one I thought,” Naara said loyally. “A fine comparison and one that is easy to picture. Humans have a way with words and imagery, I am learning.” 
 
    “No doubt.” He cleared his throat. “Um, but what does it mean?” 
 
    Naara’s big dark eyes widened a little. She flustered as she pushed a lock of her hair out of her face. Decker noticed that where her ashy hair had been more gray than black during the battle, now the opposite was true. 
 
    A physical sign of her ability’s regeneration, he noted to himself. 
 
    “I just… You have the face and demeanor of someone that others might think would be a bad pair of boots,” she said awkwardly. 
 
    “Thanks very much,” Decker said with his usual deadpan delivery. 
 
    “No, I mean… Your looks are deceiving, Decker,” she said, flustered. “You are tough and scarred and beaten up, but inside you are a good man, I think. A good man. I’m sorry if that came out bluntly. I’m unused to evaluating humans, you see.” 
 
    Decker waved a hand. “Don’t worry about it. Humans judge other humans instantly all the time. On their ships, their gear, their appearance, their race, their weapons, their reputation—the list is fucking endless.” 
 
    “Really?” Naara asked, her hands squirming in her lap. 
 
    “Yeah. We should be renowned for it. What gets me is that most people decide who another person is before they’ve even spoken a word to them. That’s our best trick.” 
 
    “But how do you know what they’re like, then?” Naara asked. 
 
    Decker shrugged theatrically. “What’s an even more ironic part of this, is that those same people who decide who someone else is before exchanging the time of day with them, often don’t even know who they are themselves.” 
 
    Naara’s discomfort had lasted only a fleeting moment. Then the veneer of cool, calm badassery reasserted itself. Decker tried his best not to see right through that. 
 
    “Very well. Humans are obviously more intricate a species than I ever gave them credit for,” she said. 
 
    “Contrary is the adjective I’d use,” Decker said. 
 
    “It’s just that… the way that you carried yourself in the vault, the way you fought and harried the enemy with no fear or thought for personal danger, the way you looked… It stirred something in me that I did not recognize, Captain Decker. I suppose I wanted to thank you for encouraging me in the battle, and I wanted to tell you that your simple words made me feel more confident in myself.” 
 
    She edged closer and closer to Decker. 
 
    He looked down at the inch of space that divided their two hands. Her fingers twitched. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” he said gruffly. “I really don’t think I did anything though. Whatever you tapped into inside yourself was already there, you know. You can’t make something from nothing. There’s no need to thank m—” 
 
    Naara rushed him like a thunderbolt, like a forest fire whipped into life by a sudden breeze. 
 
    Decker did not think of himself as any kind of Lothario. If he ever thought about his recent string of sexual conquests at all, which was rare, it was with a touch of amazement. He would admit that he had been lucky, more than likely. Tyk Allbeard had always told him that luck was like a Lovorish-made anti-grav bike—only good if you pushed it. 
 
    Still, all that aside, he still managed to take the eager symbiote by the shoulders as she threw himself at him. It was more an instinctive thing, but it still stopped them falling to the floor in a heap. 
 
    As soon as Naara was in his arms and their lips were locked, the tight-fitting symbiote outfit that clung to the perfect curves and contours of her body melted, leaving her stark naked. 
 
    What was more surprising than this, was that only a few minutes later, Decker found himself equally nude. His shock suit, sweat-soaked combat gear, and even his bio-suit, was scattered around the little chamber. 
 
    Naara, in a state of nature, was a sight to drink in. The profile of her stunning, curvy body—which had the dusky coloration of the serial sunbather to it and yielded like silk to Decker’s keen touch—drew his eyes to it like an errant spacecraft to a blackhole. 
 
    Decker’s hands slipped down Naara’s supple shoulders, feeling the taut muscles under the smooth skin, and cupped her exquisite breasts. His thumbs, like a couple of naughty pioneers, ran rapidly over her stiffening nipples as he nuzzled her face, kissing her while she purred sweet nothings at him. 
 
    “Would I be so far from the mark if I was to guess that some of the symbiotes ran through this part of things with you?” Decker murmured, lowering his head to nuzzle at the side of Narra’s neck. 
 
    Naara gasped and her own eager hand emigrated south to rub with an enthusiastic rigorousness at the growing hardness of Decker’s cock. 
 
    “I would be lying if I said they didn’t share with me some of the details,” Naara said breathlessly. 
 
    “Some of them?” 
 
    “Okay, all of them,” the symbiote admitted with a small smile. 
 
    They fumbled around, kissing and tonguing each other’s nakedness. In her eagerness, Naara bumped into the back of the comfortable couch, and there was the sound of boots tumbling onto the floor. 
 
    Decker didn’t know whether they were his or hers, or how they’d got there. 
 
    “Girls will be girls, I suppose,” Decker managed to say inanely, pausing his kissing just long enough to come up for a breath of air. “That kind of gossip might be a sign of the others hanging out with Rosa and Yasine too much.” 
 
    Naara replied in a breathy moan, which was the equivalent of a shrug in Decker’s ears, that managed to be somehow casual, randy, and urgent all at the same time. 
 
    His hands slipped over the woman’s body as if they had a mind of their own. His fingers traced and followed the voluptuous curves of the symbiote’s form. He delighted in her touch and of the feel of her. She was more curvy than any of the other sisters, that much had been evident even with her clothes on, but her luscious breasts and killer bubble butt were the stars of the show. In turn, Naara ran her fingers in a possessive and exploratory fashion over Decker’s barrel chest. 
 
    Decker manhandled and picked the naked symbiote up and tossed her further back onto the sofa. He had no idea what the purpose of this room had been, but he was thankful that whoever had designed it had thought to deck it out with some seating. 
 
    Naara did not seem to mind this slightly rough treatment. On the contrary, it felt to Decker that the more she was tossed about and moved this way and that, the better she liked it. 
 
    Well, I can accommodate her, I think, Decker told himself. 
 
    Naara was certainly giving off the vibe that she was here for one purpose and one purpose only. Now that she was lying far back on the couch, she had slid her hands down the length of her tanned curves, opened her legs, and spread them invitingly in front of the bounty hunter. 
 
    “Captain, there is something the others mentioned,” she said. “Something that Lorelei referred to as… cunnilingus.” 
 
    She would refer to eating someone out in the technical term, Decker thought fondly. 
 
    “And you’d like me to do this on you, would you?”  
 
    “Yes, I would like that very much. In fact, disregarding the chain of command on the Farrago, I would demand you show me this thing. It sounds very intriguing by all accounts.” 
 
    “By all accounts?” Decker asked in mock outrage. 
 
    Naara gave him a wicked grin. 
 
    “Relax, Captain,” the symbiote said. “All the reports were positively glowing.” 
 
    Her hand played around her pubic region, around which was a light dusting of downy ashy black hair. Decker had never given two shits about women who went au natural and those who shaved. All that mattered to him was the confidence they had in their own bodies—and every single one of the symbiotes had the kind of confidence in their bodies that could have made them a poster-child for self-image councilors. 
 
    “Well, if you want to wear the figurative captain’s hat for the next little while, I suppose that your wish is, to me, a command.” 
 
    “That’s right,” purred Naara. “Yes, that’s right. I think I will like this game. Now, pleasure me.” 
 
    Decker didn’t waste anymore breath on words. He was going to need every drop of oxygen and more, he reckoned. With a last lingering look at the gorgeous woman, he bowed to the wishes of this new temporary captain and bowed his head to worship at the holiest of all holy sanctums. 
 
    Decker ran his tongue up and down the slit of Naara’s inviting and waiting sex. He reveled in the different and unique taste of the woman lying in supplication in front of him, toying with her nipples as he ate her out. Naara’s horny juices soon coated the bounty hunter’s tongue in a thin film. It was as different as the taste of all the others had been from one another, though it was just as intoxicating and filled Decker with just as much hunger to take the woman in question as soon as he was able. 
 
    Naara moaned and writhed. Glancing up, Decker saw that her intense eyes were rolling in her head. Her fingers scrabbled across his shaved head as if she was trying to gain purchase there so that she could force him harder into herself. Decker felt her nails nick his head, but he barely registered the pain. Slight abrasions and lacerations were exactly what synth-skin had been invented for. 
 
    Decker applied himself more vigorously to his task. He got the distinct impression that the symbiote lying at his mercy was not only inexperienced in the fighting department. He was dead-set now on giving this woman head as well as he was able to steer her toward what might potentially be her very first orgasm. 
 
    Licking, he paused every now and again to kiss around the smooth skin of her thighs and vulva, to heighten her anticipation. After not too long at all, much to his satisfaction, Decker felt Naara’s breath quicken. She gripped the sides of the couch, the fabric creaking under her white-knuckle grip. Her stomach began to clench, the outer lines of her abdominals becoming more pronounced. 
 
    “I feel… I feel…” Naara growled. 
 
    Decker couldn’t see her face, but it sounded like her lips were pulled into a smile or a snarl. He thought he knew what she was feeling, so to exacerbate her pleasure, he slipped two fingers inside her and rubbed them in a come-hither motion. 
 
    His every stroke was rewarded with a quiver or a gasp. 
 
    Within a handful of heartbeats, Naara’s back arched. Her fingers scrabbled harder at Decker’s head, at his face. As he munched doggedly at her, Decker felt the symbiote nick his ear with a nail. He felt a drop of blood swell and fall, but paid it as little heed as he would a fly buzzing past. 
 
    “I feel… I feel! Oh my… I—! Yes!” 
 
    As Naara cried out, her voice echoed through the bare antechamber. 
 
    “Ooooh, yes!” the symbiote cried out. “More! Show me… more!” 
 
    “Is that an order, Captain Naara?” Decker asked thickly, his lips continuing to tickle at the lips of her spread womanhood. 
 
    “Yes,” Naara grunted, gazing down the length of her Junoesque body. “Yes. That’s a damn order!” 
 
    “Orders are orders,” Decker muttered, raising himself up. His throbbing member brushed Naar’s open slit. He could feel how hot she was, how ready. 
 
    In answer, Naara pulled Decker down onto the soft and plain sofa to join her. 
 
    She practically led him by the cock so that he was forced upward until they were on a level. While she stroked him inexpertly, he kissed her. 
 
    “You know that thing is attached to me, right?” he teased her softly. His words came out as a rumble from his big chest, each one resonating with lust. 
 
    Naara glanced down. Her eyes widened at the sight of Decker’s erect cock, standing waiting and ready for action. 
 
    “It’s… big,” she said. “Is that usual for all human phalluses?” 
 
    “Ah, I haven’t seen that many of them,” he said, trying to keep the sarcastic tone in his voice to a minimum in case he offended the symbiote. “I would like to think that I’m pretty above average, but then again, so would all guys that you ask.” 
 
    “Males talk a lot about their reproductive organs?” 
 
    “More than we should, and far more than you would probably believe. And by the way, this is not an exemplary piece of pillow talk.” 
 
    “Pillow talk?” Naara asked. Her eyes were half shut. She looked to Decker like she was ready for more. 
 
    “Never mind. It’s… Never mind. There are more important things to think of here.” 
 
    Naara growled something indecipherable in her throat. She looked like she had come to the same conclusion. This was backed up a moment later when she wrapped her legs around Decker’s waist and pulled him toward her. 
 
    All traces of shy coyness and uncertain inexperience had disappeared. She had ejected her inhibitions like an unfortunate prisoner from an airlock. Her smokey dark eyes—always intense and burning—were full of an animal want and hunger that Decker had seen before in the eyes of other symbiotes. Her lips were parted, and her teeth shone in the illumination of the otherworldly lights set into the ceiling so cunningly that Decker wouldn’t have been able to find them even if he’d had a mind to play the electrical engineer. 
 
    Decker could readily see just how badly Naara wanted him to fill her up with his diamond hard cock. Fill her up and complete her. Shit, he wanted it too. 
 
    He also wanted her to remember this. So, he teased the gorgeous symbiote for a few seconds by rubbing the tip of his member up and down her slippery opening, until he could feel the heat emanating off her and could bear the tension no longer himself. 
 
    The feeling of Naara’s writhing, soft body against his own tingling skin drove Decker almost round the bend with longing. She pulled his face back down to hers and kissed him deeply, while simultaneously yanking his cock, almost painfully, and guiding it inside her wet and eager pussy. 
 
    Naara cried out as Decker followed her lead and thrust into her. Her slot was crazy hot, far hotter in temperature than any of the other symbiotes. 
 
    She hissed out a garbled gasp at the potentially wholly new and hopefully pleasurable sensation as Decker carefully drove his weight down onto her, pushing her hard into the giving sofa. 
 
    It was how he had imagined fucking her might be; dirty, pure, with her curvy body opening out to him like a flower. He grabbed her breasts roughly, mauling them with kisses that soon turned into soft, and then not so soft, bites. 
 
    Naara’s pussy felt as if it had been specifically crafted for Decker’s cock. It felt utterly fucking fantastic, gripping him as he slid into her, warming him as he hit his limit within her. The big man had thought that his sexual foray with the other symbiotes might have accustomed him to their ways and their bodies, but it soon became evident that this was not the case. It was like he had tumbled into a vat of the most delicious wine and had to drink himself out or drown, though drowning wouldn’t be such a big deal in this case. 
 
    Thrusts blended into one long, timeless moment of delight. They continued, with him pounding mercilessly away at the symbiote, who grunted and squealed and sighed. Decker pummeled her soaking wet box for all he was worth and with much of his prodigious strength, while she gamely raised her hips to him so that she could grind against his pelvis. Her eyes tried to stay fixed on his face, Decker saw, but they continued to roll back in spite of all Naara could do, while her wet pink tongue flashed across her lips and left smears of saliva on her chin. 
 
    They fucked on that excellent piece of symbiote-made furniture like a couple of randy teenagers. Not that Decker had had much of that sort of thing, bar a few cheap hookers, when he was growing up. There had been no time, and he’d had barely a credit to his name for much of his time on board Tyk Allbeard’s Fortune. 
 
    Still, he enjoyed that unbridled lust now. It was the style of sex that was all reckless abandon—egocentric and feral and clumsy, but in the best way—and a sort of rough race as to who could get the other off the quickest. On that score, it might have gone to a photo finish, because the two of the bucking and thrashing partners came at the exact same time. 
 
    Naara’s ankles were practically touching Decker’s ears by that point, her hands clasped to her thighs so that her legs were as wide apart as possible. Her natural symbiote athleticism made it possible for Decker to have almost bent her in half. Both his hands were squeezing her large breasts, the nipples of which were aroused and sticking out almost a full inch through the gaps in his fingers. 
 
    “Oh my, oh my that’s it, yes!” Naara grunted as she raked Decker across the back of his already scarred and battered head like a cat that was in no mood to get into its travel crate. 
 
    Decker crushed his hips as hard as he could down onto her, impaling himself in the wonderful warm wetness that lay in the valley of her thighs. 
 
    “Shit!” was all that he could find to say as he pressed into her one final time and felt himself juddering as he came deep, deep into her. 
 
    The two of them collapsed together, as if they had been plugged into a powersource that had just died. Decker managed to roll half off the woman, not wanting to crush her under his bulk, but Naara clung onto him. 
 
    “Oh, yes. Yes, yes, yes,” Naara said, panting as sweat pooled in the hollow of her throat and between her tits. “The reports were true, indeed!” 
 
    Decker let out a breathy wheeze, but no words came with it. 
 
    “Now… as for this pillow talk you speak of,” Naara said. “Will it be a problem that we don’t actually have any pillows to speak of?” 
 
    Decker was about to make the closest he could get to a witty retort, when a faint crackling came from his helmet, which had rolled against the couch just below him. 
 
    “Decker…? Rosa…? Decker, can you read me? Rosa?” 
 
    Decker’s smile of contentment curdled on his face. That was Witi Hohepa’s voice, and the big man sounded rattled. 
 
    Decker scrambled for his helmet, before he realized that he’d had his tooth mic in and could use the comms that way. Before he got to sort his shit out though, Rosa came over the airwaves. 
 
    “Witi, this is Rosa. What’s up?” she said. “If this is about getting paid, you—” 
 
    Witi’s transmission was spotty, which suggested that the Fortune was most likely either in an asteroid belt, behind a moon nearby or— 
 
    “Rosa, we’re in jump-space, so I have to be quick, girl,” Witi said. 
 
    “Go ahead,” Rosa said with an efficient curtness that made Decker proud. No fucking around asking inane questions, she let Witi cut to the chase. 
 
    “We’re... our wa—... back to... —racone,” Witi said, his voice becoming patchier. “Repeat, we are on our way... —ck to Dra—. Dracone is und—... atta—” 
 
    The comms channel disintegrated into static. It didn’t matter though. Decker had gotten the gist. He was already on his feet, stuffing his legs into his bio-suit even while still sporting a semi. 
 
    The Fortune was heading back to the ice planet of Dracone. 
 
    Dracone was under attack. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They put the Farrago through its paces on the way back to Dracone. They had to. It wasn’t just Witi Hohepa’s words that had stung Decker out of his post-coital haze, but the tone. The big man, usually unruffled even in the most hectic and kinetic of gunfights, had sounded rattled. 
 
    Luckily, they had Orla and her admittedly hard to understand time-warping capabilities to speed the journey. Decker did not need to understand the science—if that was the correct word—behind her capacity to move the living starship through jump-space faster than anyone had any right in doing so. He didn’t need to. 
 
    “All I need to know, Orla,” he had said to her as the team had strapped in back on the Farrago, “is can you get us back in double-time?” 
 
    Orla had smiled at him before delicately tucking one of her skinny dreadlocks behind her ear and patting him on the shoulder. 
 
    “What I can do, my particular set of skills… It is understanding that time moves slowly, but passes quickly, you see?” 
 
    “Nope, I don’t see,” Decker said over his shoulder as he made his way toward the cockpit, where Rosa was already going through the pre-launch diagnostics and tests. “I don’t see. All I know about time is that I disagree with the thing that a lot of other folk seem to believe: that it is the greatest teacher of all.” 
 
    “You don’t think so?” Orla asked. 
 
    “Nah, time’s not the greatest teacher of all. Experience is. A resident of the Myrmidon System might live a whole natural span of years, but if they never leave their home to experience what’s out there… Well, they’re going to die knowing nothing, aren’t they? A mere chit of a kid who has suffered and moved around the system can be the wiser of the two in that scenario.” 
 
    “That child, would it be someone like—?” Orla asked. 
 
    “We’ve no time,” Decker said, curtailing the question. “Can you get us to Dracone before Egil does whatever he’s hoping to do?” 
 
    “I can,” Orla said. 
 
    The symbiote of time turned to Lorelei, who was the only member of the crew who had not strapped into a bracer seat. 
 
    “You had best up the dose of the respiratory chemicals, Lorelei,” Orla said. “The bodies of the humans and the Renkiddion will be under considerable stress.” 
 
    Lorelei nodded. Then she turned to Decker, who was still looking over his shoulder at the exchange the two women were having, and said, “Did you hear that, Decker?” 
 
    “The part about the considerable stress?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Yeah, I heard,” he growled, turning back to the controls and taking a grip on the intuitive throttle stick of the Farrago. “I heard. It’s not the physical stress I mind, so much as that shitty mental kind. My body is used to taking a kicking. I think it misses it when I go a few days without having my ass kicked in some way. I get withdrawals.” 
 
    “Ah,” Lorelei said, using the telepathy that was unique to the symbiotes and, fairly recently, to Decker. “Ah, the mental kind is the easiest to deal with.” 
 
    “Is it?” Decker asked back from within his mind. 
 
    “Yes, that can be released at once. All you have to do is remind yourself of one thing: you were never in control anyway.” 
 
    Decker snorted. 
 
    “Great,” he muttered to himself. “How comforting.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Orla was as good as her word and the Farrago made it back to Dracone faster than should have been possible. Decker tried not to think of the ship skipping in and out of the usual flow of time like some dolphin occasionally leaping out of the ocean. It made him start to ponder on what was happening to him during all that skipping and jumping. 
 
    It made him feel queasy, and that was not something that he needed during the journey, because he was already pretty out of sorts. His eyeballs felt like they were trying to take a holiday in the back of his cranium, while his internal organs gave him the impression of having a party with the way they were mixing and mingling. 
 
    Instead of focusing on the entirely unfathomable and complex world of time and space, Decker tried to think on how he and the symbiotes could make something great out of what was most likely a looming disaster. 
 
    That they were rushing toward a veritable shit-show was something that he did not doubt for a moment. Witi’s voice had been more than enough to convince him that there was something afoot, and that that foot was bound to be heading toward their collective asses. 
 
    Still, as any adventurer knows, Decker thought sardonically as the Farrago hurtled along, occasionally thrumming and shaking, great deeds only need a couple of ingredients to be brought into being: a plan and just not enough time to enact it. 
 
    The lack of time was not something that they had to worry about. Lack of time had been a constant companion for as long as Decker could remember. Sure, there were the occasional stretch of planet to planet downtime, but he had always felt as if he could hear the rush of sand running through the pinch of a galaxy-sized hourglass. 
 
    This is just the life I chose, Decker reminded himself. Or that chose me. This is the life of a bounty hunter. It moves without pausing and usually moves fast, and never faster than when everything is headed to hell. 
 
    The weather on the surface of Dracone was unusually calm when they touched down. As the landing gear made contact with the heated docking pads and shock attenuators dipped, Decker checked the external condition on one of his readouts. 
 
    “No wind to speak of. No snow falling. Air temperature is a comparatively balmy minus two-hundred,” he read aloud as everyone’s bracer seats retracted their straps. “Are we sure this is Dracone?” 
 
    “It’s like the planet’s on holiday, huh?” Rosa said. “All except for that, of course.” 
 
    She pulled up a screen and flicked it over to Decker’s display where it popped up in front of him as a small hologram. 
 
    “Is that Agali?” Decker asked, though he already knew the answer. 
 
    “Yep,” Rosa confirmed. 
 
    The distant star, which made a half-hearted attempt to heat Dracone just enough so that it wasn’t a solid ball of ice floating in space, looked like a cell on the verge of dividing. The seam, which had been only a shadow of a line when Decker had last laid eyes on it, was now blatantly obvious to anyone with eyes. 
 
    “Shit, it looks like that tear that we managed to stop is reestablishing itself again,” Decker growled. 
 
    “You must hurry,” Lorelei urged. “If you need assistance or extraction, just let me know and I’ll come to wherever you are, if I can.” 
 
    The Fortune had been docked in the next berth. It was why Decker had landed the Farrago where he had. He reasoned that wherever the others were was where he and the other symbiotes were going to want to be. 
 
    As they hustled across the landing pad, toward the nearest entrance to the subterranean fortifications of the central nervous system of Dracone’s hive-like habitation, Decker looked up at the distant sun that was Agali. Usually, due to the almost perpetual cloud layer that shrouded the ice planet’s upper troposphere in a lightning-veined blanket of storm and hail and wind-whipped ice, the sun could not be seen. However, Decker now had an unobstructed view of the far off star. 
 
    The view made his stomach coil into a knot. Regardless of the adaptive capabilities of his bio-suit, he also felt a cold frost in his bones. A cold that had nothing to do with the lethal air temperature. 
 
    “Uh… What the hell are those?” he asked anyone who might be able to supply an answer to him. 
 
    The others, all of whom were hurrying toward the entrance of the Dracone hive, stopped and stared upward. As one, their faces fell. 
 
    From the crease that ran down the middle of the star, a number of minuscule dots had appeared. They were few in number—at first. None of the details could be made out from such a distance; they were simply black specks set against the watery eye of the far off sun. However, their appearance nonetheless smote Decker’s heart with the same disquiet as a distant swarm of locusts might hit a farmer. 
 
    He didn’t know what they were, but he knew, somehow, that they weren’t going to be anything good. What was more, the longer the group of ten stood standing there, with their necks craning upward, the larger the swarm of incoming things grew. 
 
    “They’re moving bloody fast,” Craglin said. 
 
    “Yes,” Apricis said. “And they’re heading for this side of the planet. They’re not deviating from their course.” 
 
    “Th-th-their trajectory and rate of growth should bring them within the atmosphere in less than five minutes, I should say,” Lux said enthusiastically. “Terrestrial touchdown will be only seconds after that.” 
 
    Decker pushed his way to the front of the group and started hurrying toward the double atmosphere-proof doors which led into the tunnel system beyond. 
 
    “Less than five minutes,” he said. “We have to find the others. Come on!” 
 
    As they jogged toward the doors, careful not to slip on the black ice that had accumulated in the spaceworker’s absence, Decker felt the Balance Blade slapping against his thigh. 
 
    He had jerry-rigged a scabbard of sorts when they had got back onboard the ship, shortly before they had left Milenides. Of course, the ludicrously sharp blade would cut through anything, but with Craglin’s expertise, they had managed to fashion something that would at least hold the sword at Decker’s belt and ensure it didn’t cut his leg off. 
 
    Although he had not tested the theory, Decker almost believed that even if he had fallen on the sword, it would not have cut him. There was something almost sentient about the weapon, in the same way that there was something sentient about a starship. It was the peculiar feeling that made otherwise perfectly rational humans give apparently inanimate objects names, or refer to them as a ‘her’ or ‘him’. 
 
    While hurrying through the mostly deserted internal hive of Dracone’s general accommodation tunnels, past the hotels and cookhouses and the medics and the wheelers and dealers, Decker tried to hail the members of the Fortune. His only answer was a dry, crackling static across all available communication channels. 
 
    “I can’t get hold of anyone,” he told Rosa as they moved through the labyrinth of tunnels, which he knew as well as any surface dweller might know their local neighborhood. 
 
    Rosa shook her head. “Me neither. If I had to guess—”  
 
    “Whatever or whatever is being sent down from the opening in that sun,” Saavi said, “they’ve enclosed all of Dracone in a comm-killing nexus.” 
 
    Decker cursed to himself. 
 
    “Is there any way that you can hack through it?” Rosa asked. 
 
    Lorelei answered, her voice resounding through the passageways of Decker’s mind. “I’m trying,” she said, “but we have to remember that we are pitting ourselves against Egil now. He knows more tricks than any human. At the very least, his knowledge is equal to ours.” 
 
    “I fear that we will have to do this the old-fashioned way,” Apricis said. 
 
    “Shit, you’re really getting the hang of the old human lingo now, aren’t you, darl?” Craglin puffed. As usual, he was struggling along at the back of the group. Even after all their run-ins with numerous enemies, the stout little Renkiddion’s aerobic stamina had not improved. 
 
    “Can you run a diagnostic on Dracone’s current surface-to-orbit radar and lidar capabilities, Lorelei?” Decker asked over the comms. 
 
    There was no answer. 
 
    “Saavi, what’s going on?” Decker asked, completely thrown by this sudden radio silence. 
 
    “Our fucking communications to the ship are down too,” Rosa said, scrolling through her omni-com. “We only have short-range comms. Almost line of sight style.” 
 
    “This gets better and better,” Decker said. 
 
    Of course, he still had his telepathic link with all the other symbiotes, but not being able to contact anyone from the Fortune, or Rosa and Craglin in a pinch, was not great news. 
 
    Through his symbiote mental link, Decker once more asked Lorelei to do a scan on the radar and lidar situation on Dracone. 
 
    “They’re still up and running, Decker,” Lorelei assured him. “As are the automated defense sensor arrays.” 
 
    One of the first additions made to a simple planetary base, as it underwent the upgrade process to turn it into a spaceport worthy of the name, was that it was fitted with a whole battery of defense sensors. These came in the form of telescopes, radar, laser radar, thermal detectors, and other tech, which helped pick out and identify nearby planets, meteors, spacecraft, and belts of debris and junk. These sensors could basically be divided into two categories: passive and active. 
 
    Passive sensors were synonymous with being sneaky and subtle. Tyk Allbeard had always  compared passive sensors, when explaining their use to an adolescent James Decker, to investigating a section of an uncharted planet on a moonless night, knowing that there was a hostile alien force in the area. 
 
    “Kid,” the big man would say on an evening as he sipped on whatever bootlegged poison he’d managed to get his hands on and the Fortune’s galley lights were turned down low. “Kid, using passive sensors is like sitting nice and quiet and patient and using your ears. They’re all about not sending anything out, just taking the time to listen, you see. Not every bounty hunter, telemetry officer, or ship’s captain can do that shit. It’s a royal pain in the johnson, but the key thing is that at least you’re being inconspicuous.” 
 
    Tyk had then gone on to explain that using the more active sensor arrays—those that sent out pings to locate potential targets—was like that same team of bounty hunters on the dark side of the fictional uncharted planet flicking on their flashlights. Yeah, it made spotting enemies easier, but it also gave your invisible enemies your precise position: the radar equivalent of a big flashing neon sign that read ‘STICK IT HERE’. 
 
    “Good,” Decker thought back. “At least they’ll be aware that there is an enemy incoming. Not just that the sun looks like it’s about to suffer a prolapse, which is far from good anyway.” 
 
    As they hurried along, Decker planned their approach. They needed intel, and they also needed to centralize their limited forces. 
 
    “Madame Yasine, where do you think the others might hole up in the face of an impending attack?” Decker asked. 
 
    “I don’t think, I know,” Yasine said. “The Official Unsanctioned have a modus operandi for this sort of thing—for when Dracone looks like it is under attack.” 
 
    “Will the others remember this?” Decker asked. 
 
    “They might be, as you so pointedly put it, a load of self-serving bastards, James, but they know enough to recognize that in a battle situation it benefits everyone to work together. They are not stupid. Stupid does not have a long shelf life out here,” Yasine said. 
 
    Decker inclined his head in reluctant agreement. The likes of Jester the Red were a lot of things, most of them not complimentary, but stupid was not one of them. 
 
    “Saying that though, there’s only one way to find out for sure,” Yasine said. “Follow me. We’re going to the place that we call the Cistern Chapel.” 
 
    “Sounds shitty,” Decker said. 
 
    “Oh, James, you’re better than that,” Yasine said in an admonishing tone. 
 
    Decker wasn’t sure that he was. 
 
    They made their way deeper into the caverns and underground passages that wormed their way into the low ice mountains, where the original planetary base on Dracone had been dug into all those long years ago. The site had been chosen because it involved the least amount of drilling to reach the beating geothermal heart of the rock, which the surveyors knew would be the key feature of keeping any base set up there alive. 
 
    It had been many generations since those first days of Dracone’s colonization. Many, many long, cold years since the initial base had been established by the type of rugged cargo spacecraft that could handle landing in a wilderness or otherwise undeveloped area. 
 
    From the moment those first merchant pioneers had set foot on the ice for the first time, with the idea that the place would make a great ice-mining site from which to ship water to planets, space stations, and colonies across the Myrmidon System, they realized something else. The true potential of Dracone was in being an outlaw outpost. 
 
    With its natural geographic defenses, turbulent weather, self-generating geothermal heat supply, practically unlimited water, and relative solitude within the Myrmidon itself, it begged to be taken advantage of as a staging post for all kinds of law-breakers, vigilantes, and desperadoes. 
 
    It had not been long before the base had been expanded. The transforming of the initial structures into a fully fledged spaceport had been a big help in making it a legitimate stop for travelers who might be on the run for one reason or another, or need to stop off and make a few repairs or unload and store some incriminating cargo. 
 
    Individual traders and their trading posts had grown larger and put up warehouses, even if they were just basic weather-proof bunkers, to hold the myriad products and goods that started to accumulate there. 
 
    In the modern day, and as Decker had ever known it, Dracone was a veritable maze of interconnecting tunnels that stretched backward into the mountain range. They went upward and inward, but also downward. It was this direction in which Zizara Yasine led them all. 
 
    Decker, in all his wanderings as a young lad, had never come down through the ways that Yasine showed him then. He’d never had a need. These were the places where the least glamorous—and therefore most vital jobs—in a space colony were done. This was the realm of engineers, waste rats, and the kinds of criminals who had burned so many bridges that they had found themselves standing on rapidly shrinking islands. 
 
    It must have taken them a good quarter of an hour to wend their ways into Dracone’s bowels like ten little tapeworms. Somewhere far above them, whatever the things that they had seen flying out of the sun had been were now on the ground—had been for maybe ten minutes. 
 
    What the hell is Egil’s next play? he wondered. And what the hell has he sent? 
 
    To everyone’s surprise, including that of the unshakeable Zizara Yasine, they did not have long to find out. 
 
    The pale LED-lit tunnel they had been following terminated  outside of a huge service door. The thing was monstrous. It had been built to fill the entire circular tunnel, and then had the surrounding ice melted around it. It had to be embedded who knew how many feet into the surrounding rock. It was solid metal, wide enough to accommodate the passage of the heftiest excavation equipment, and was obviously not the sort of portal just anyone was allowed to get through. 
 
    On the door, the words, ‘CISTERN CHAPEL’ had been carved with an industrial plasma cutter. 
 
    They had not been carved particularly well. 
 
    As they came to a pause, and Yasine busied herself with opening the access panel, Hera pressed her hand to the cold metal of the door and closed her eyes. 
 
    “There is something happening on the other side of this,” she said. 
 
    Yasine paused. “Something? You wouldn’t be able to be more specific would you?” 
 
    Saavi stepped forward and pressed both her hands to the freezing metal. Neither of the symbiotes were wearing gloves despite the flesh-freezing temperatures. 
 
    “Panic,” Saavi said after a moment. “Panic. And fear. Much fear.” 
 
    “Arm up,” Decker said at once. 
 
    He received the reassuring clacking chorus of weapons being readied in reply. Decker’s coilgun hummed as he flicked on the battery, the lights along its side telling him it was fully juiced. Apricis and Rosa made sure their spacer carbine magazines were full and their customized gene-locked safety switches turned off. 
 
    “Naara,” Decker said, “any chance you can turn up the heat with this?” 
 
    He tossed the symbiote his cryopistol. 
 
    Naara turned the gun over in her hands. 
 
    “Decker,” she said, “after you and I—”  
 
    “I know, I know, I could probably do it myself,” Decker said. “But, the thing is, I’ve learned that there are plenty of good places where you can try out a new skill, but the edge of a potential shit-fight is not one of them. I don’t want to ass anything up.” 
 
    “The less that can go wrong the better, love,” Craglin said. “That goes doubly for when things are already about as fucked as they can get.” 
 
    Naara nodded, closed her eyes briefly, and sandwiched the cryopistol between both her hands. The weapon didn’t change noticeably, but when she handed it back to him, the faintest wisp of steam emanated from the end of the stubby barrel. 
 
    “That should give it a little more vim,” she said. 
 
    “Ready?” Yasine asked. 
 
    Decker looked around at the grim, set faces. Eight heads nodded. 
 
    “Ready,” he said. “Open it up.” 
 
    Yasine slapped her palm down onto a polycarbonate panel. With a groan of grumbling metal, a dozen pistons as wide around as two men whirred into life and dragged the door slowly open so that it was swallowed into a slot in the rock on their right. 
 
    And the team of ten found themselves in the middle of a firefight. 
 
    “What the…?” Rosa said. 
 
    Panic… Fear… Much fear… 
 
    “That’s about it, right enough,” Decker said. 
 
    It was bedlam. 
 
    They stood at the entrance of an underground area. It looked to be a former confluence of Dracone’s sewerage system, the place where multiple pipes and outlets converged to… do whatever the fuck it was that happened in such places. 
 
    Things had clearly moved on since it had been used for its intended purpose, even Decker could see that. For one, the cold of the surrounding rock had long ago leeched any smell of waste or shit from the air. It was cold enough to kill through exposure down here, but not as immediately lethal as the environment up on the surface—Decker, Rosa, Yasine, and Craglin were all bare-headed and without breathers. 
 
    The other clue as to the Cistern Chapel having had its purpose changed was the fact that it had obviously been cleaned on an industrial level. There was no refuse, no massive staining or pools of frozen muck. In the three-second or so glance Decker had time to give it, the place struck as having been retrofitted as a secret exit for those members of the Official Unsanctioned. 
 
    Unfortunately, that also meant that it doubled as a secret entry point too. And, if the insane running battle all around the subterranean chamber was anything to go by, it was a secret entrance that Egil had found out about and exploited. 
 
    “How did they know?” Rosa yelled as a starburst of purple sparks erupted up near the ceiling. 
 
    “Does it matter?” Decker shouted back. 
 
    “Good point!” 
 
    A mass of Dracone-based warriors were running about the immediate area like lunatics around their burning psychiatric hospital. Decker could make out the crew of the Fortune amongst them, along with some of the familiar faces of the Official Unsanctioned and their henchmen. They were firing in every direction, trying to deal with… 
 
    “What in the fuck do you suppose those ugly buggers are?” Craglin asked. He had to shout to make himself heard over the roar of weapons-fire that reverberated around the cavernous space, competing with the flapping stomp of the boots of the figures darting and sprinting and ducking through the rough hewn arches. 
 
    The aliens were humanoid-shaped, roughly the size of the average human. They wore civilian clothing, carried conventional weapons, and— 
 
    “Hey, I know that fucking guy!” Rosa said, turning to Yasine. “He was a bartender in your club.” 
 
    Yasine was staring at the same man as Rosa. Her face was as chilled and still as carved marble. 
 
    “There is something different about him,” she said. 
 
    She had that right. The man’s eyes were glazed, almost white. The skin of his face and hands was blue-white with cold, scabbed over, and black from exposure in places. The bones of his face were also oddly contorted, like they had been wrenched and lengthened into a more streamlined configuration. 
 
    “Fuck,” Decker said, realization splashing him like a bucket of cold water down the spine, “they’re more of the same.” 
 
    “Well bugger me, I’m glad you didn’t say something too fuckin’ abstruse, mate,” Craglin said. 
 
    “He means that these things, which appear at first like some rampant alien species, are in fact residents of Dracone,” Hera explained. Her eyes were wide, and it was evident that she had been questing out with her mind and with her genesense. “They have been placed under the same parasitical influence as the Ik’at, Wellington, was.” 
 
    “You mean Egil is—?” Rosa began. 
 
    “These fighters are mere drones, in the same way that the Galactic Watch Committee troopers were,” Saavi said grimly. “Egil must have captured them somehow when they were fleeing in their ships and turned them to his purposes.” 
 
    “If they were once human, they don’t look it now,” Decker observed. He had just seen one of the vacant zombie soldiers run out of bullets with its spacer carbine and launch itself at one of Meta Kula’s professional henchmen. The henchman blew its head off with a modified riot -gun. “Humans fear.” 
 
    “And humans don’t do that,” Craglin said, pointing a stubby finger at a woman who had just sunk her teeth into the throat of a hassassin and torn his jugular out in a spray of arterial blood. “Leastways, not unless they’ve had a skinful and are still in the Stroke of Luck around closing time when the best fights go down.” 
 
    “It’s going to severely weaken our joint cause if any of the heads of the guilds is killed out there,” Yasine said. 
 
    “They can bleed, so we know they can be killed,” Decker said. “So let’s set to saving these criminal bastard allies of ours.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Cistern Chapel was vast enough to contain a number of separate pitched, and moving pockets of battle. Men and women in the employ of those civic leaders of the criminal classes fought tooth and nail with the strange empty-eyed puppet warriors that Egil had managed to turn so many of the fleeing Dracone refugees into. 
 
    Decker didn’t bother with the ethics of killing the vacant zombie’s that Egil had created. He was sure he could have waged quite the internal argument with himself, worrying away at whether he shouldn’t first have ascertained whether or not the poor brainwashed bastards could be returned to their former glory and splendor. 
 
    The thing was though, by the time he might have been able to fathom out a conclusion on this score, one of those Egil-maddened fuckers would have ripped his gizzard out. And, if he was being brutally honest, Decker was well aware just how much of a stretch it would have been to say that any permanent resident of Dracone contained so much as a modicum of what might have been called glory—or splendor for that matter. 
 
    The fighting ebbed and flowed like iron filings being dragged around a table by a magnet underneath. Gunfire and shouts, curses and screams and running boots blended together to make a hellish din that bounced off the vaulting stone arches.  
 
    As Decker ran into the fray, he gained a rough idea of how things were playing out. 
 
    Egil’s mindless minions attacked without thought to the damage they might sustain, relying totally on brutal and terrifying ferocity. The other side stuck to conventional tactics, sticking together in well-formed groups, utilizing cover fire tactics while some of their group’s members reloaded, and moving from cover to cover as their situation allowed. 
 
    If he’d had time, Decker might have marveled at the sight of Beon Boka’s bootleggers fighting back-to-back with the chem-runners of Nelly Ries. He might have taken a moment to appreciate the strangeness of seeing the thieves that worked under Meta Kula firing on the enemy at the sides of the finishard-wielding hassassins of Jester the Red. Shit, even Lemark Cordova’s apothecaries were doing their part, chucking homemade explosives at the onrushing hordes of drones. 
 
    Decker didn’t have time. As he joined the bowel-loosening fun, a streak of red light zipped away from his right. Craglin had unleashed the awesome fury of his Trouble Maker. 
 
    The Renkiddion had, in his haste or panic perhaps, rushed the shot. The two-phase plasma projectile went about a yard yard too wide of its intended target’s head. 
 
    It didn’t matter. That was part of the ultra long range phase rifle’s charm. Such was the velocity of the round that it may as well have taken the zombie guy right through the point of his blue-white chin. The unfortunate drone’s bottom jaw was disintegrated, along with a decent portion of his right cheek. 
 
    The shockwave also blew out a corresponding chunk of the back of the drone’s skull and neck so completely that his head only remained attached through the goodwill of a few scraps of skin. The zombie’s hazed over eyes almost popped out of his head, and his tongue flopped down on his chest like a skinned eel. 
 
    Decker did not wait to see him fall. His first tungsten coilgun round went through the hollow at the base of a big zombified man’s throat. A bloody spume frothed out of the man’s mouth as he went down, his pulser clattering to the deck as he was thrown backward. He slid across the rough, cold concrete. His vacant eyes dulled completely. 
 
    There was confusion down on the Cistern Chapel floor, though not on the side of Egil’s minions. The men and women of the assorted guilds momentarily looked up to see who had come to join the party. 
 
    As Decker ran toward the diminutive figure of Meta Kula, who was being converged on by a few ravening zombies, he glanced up and saw that the galleries and gantries above him, where engineers presumably once tinkered, were also filled with fighters of both sides. 
 
    Decker ducked behind a broken down levitation crate, in which stacks of mortar sacks and heaps of excavation debris had been piled, as a spray of spacer carbine fire ate up the rock around him. The 5.7mm bullets missed, whining off something metal nearby. Decker returned fire and cut two zombies down. 
 
    He switched his aim back toward Meta Kula to see the tiny woman lash out with her cybernetic leg. The blow connected with the knee of a female drone that had swung at her with a broken off piece of piping, snapping its leg back. Down it went, thrashing and snarling. Decker’s coilgun blew a hole clean through its back, stilling it for good. 
 
    Meta caught sight of Decker and nodded a curt thanks. 
 
    Decker made a dash of a spiral stairway that led up to the gantries above. His idea was to get to a vantage point where he could see what was going on. Maybe pick off a load of the mindless drones. 
 
    Spacer carbine and pulser fire raked across his path. It was inexpert and barely aimed, certainly, but when a handful of mindless loons with automatic weapons have a rough spot to aim at, it only takes a single lucky round to ruin your evening. Decker had seen it happen before. 
 
    Sparks exploded around him. Bullets ricocheted off the iron railings of the staircase that wound like a single helix up toward the walkways that twisted through the stone arches above. Stone chips were spat up and flung about all around Decker’s ankles. A stray pulser blast nailed an old bootlegger just ahead of Decker. The highly concentrated microwave beam set the poor bastard’s gray hair on fire a second before boiling his brain and sending it frothing out through his nostrils. 
 
    Decker fired three coilgun rounds at the group of running creatures, then dropped to his knee and squeezed off a couple more carefully aimed shots. Zombie limbs were ripped off, holes the size of honeydew melons left in stomachs, entrails sent spinning. 
 
    All that was not enough to stop all of Egil’s minions from charging on. So long as they had a head and single limb to crawl with, they kept on coming. 
 
    Another tungsten bullet traveled down the rails and cut through a woman’s leg and sheared it off at the hip in a gluttonous spray of partly frozen blood. 
 
    These bastards should be dead, Decker’s brain told him as he fired off another round. He missed, and the tungsten missile exploded harmlessly against the far wall in a shower of icy rock. These bastards should be dead. Egil must have used some kind of twisted or high-powered genesense to reanimate them, or just use their bodies like he would puppets. He— 
 
    His inner monologue was cut short by one of the still animated minions lying on the ground. Its guts were trailing behind it like sketched flames, but it had a spacer carbine still clutched in one hand. 
 
    It fired, and Decker spun away from it instinctively. The bullets ripped along the barrel of his coilgun, tore it from his arm, and sent it spinning. The weapon clattered to the deck, the battery well sparking fitfully. 
 
    Broken. Useless. 
 
    Decker whipped up his cryopistol and put two shots through the eye of the prone zombie. The altered elemental projectiles, infused with extra zip thanks to Naara, melted through the creature’s head, and it collapsed inward like a deflating souffle. 
 
    A cry from up on the gantry snared Decker’s attention. Jester the Red and a few of his hassassins were in a back-to-back melee. Droves of Egil’s animated corpses closed in on them. It was tight. Desperate. 
 
    Decker ran for the stairs. As much as he didn’t trust Jester the Red, the prick would undoubtedly be more useful alive than dead in their fight against Egil. 
 
    Decker let loose a hurried flurry of semi-automatic ice at two zombies holding antique thermal blunderbusses, who were taking potshots at him from behind a waist-high pipe. They were not using the length of the spare pipe as cover. They simply looked as if they had been moving in a certain direction and this thing had been in the way. They did not look to have sufficient spontaneity or guile to deal with such things as physical obstructions. 
 
    Decker’s new heated cryopistol rounds chewed up and melted the masonry around the zombie humans, splashing them with molten stone, and causing them to flinch back, howling. One of them collapsed with a melted chest cavity. 
 
    Decker ran onto the start of the staircase and began his ascent. 
 
    Adrenaline could carry you far. It could give a man wings. It could, Decker realized too late, make a man prone to putting his head down and charging toward his objective without taking the time to look around. 
 
    The big bounty hunter gunned it up the twisting staircase. Up, up, up. Almost immediately, on nearly reaching the landing of the floor Jester the Red was on, he was bulldozed into the metal railing by one of the mindless drones. 
 
    His pistol fell from his surprised grip and tumbled over the railing to the floor of the camber below. 
 
    “Fu—” he started to growl. 
 
    The thing looked like it should have stunk, but it smelled only of the cold. It grappled Decker, its protuberant eyes popping madly. Its weirdly contorted and elongated face, with the displaced bones and the frozen drool around its chapped lips, looked furious. Up this close and personal though, Decker could see no malice in its eyes. It was mean-looking in the same way that a machete was: a tool, but one that could be used to maim and kill. 
 
    Decker and the creature struggled breathlessly for a few moments. One of Decker’s hands clamped around the freezing wrist of the zombie as it tried to force its blackened, clawing fingers toward his face. The creature’s other hand was clutching Decker’s shock suit in a grip of iron. 
 
    Few things are more exhilarating than fighting hand-to-hand with someone, or something, who wished to kill you. Decker had always believed that. It’s one of the few interactions in that modern age in which all pretenses and facades are stripped away, leaving only the core of the person behind. 
 
    That was not to say that Decker would not have rather been sitting quietly somewhere with a cold drink and a hot meal. It was just an observation he believed to be indelible. 
 
    The creature’s breath was urgent and cold as a glacial wind on his face. Rimy spittle flecked his cheeks as the zombie chittered at him through its cracked and shattered teeth. 
 
    “Fuck you,” Decker hissed back mindlessly. “Fuck you, fuck you, fuck you.” 
 
    Egil’s minion was strong, stronger even than him. 
 
    Decker released the wrist of the hand that had taken a grip around his throat. He sucked in a final breath as the blackened fingers began to squeeze. He whipped his hand to the small magnetic sheath at his belt and unsheathed his laz-blade. 
 
    He punched it into the zombie’s groin and ripped it up and out, severing the femoral artery. His foe’s blood should have sprayed up Decker’s front and across his face as he tore his knife free. As it was, only a sludge of crystallizing blood flowed out onto the floor at their feet. 
 
    The zombie man opened his mouth to shriek, his eyes popping, and Decker slammed his forehead into the tip of the former human’s beaky nose. Cartilage crunched. The zombie’s sliced leg gave way, and he toppled back down the staircase and out of sight. 
 
    Decker carried on up. He put his laz-blade away and pulled free the Balance Blade. He was out of guns and had no real understanding of how to use the weapon in his hands, but he wasn’t going to let that stop him. 
 
    “Stick ‘em with the pointy end,” he rasped, his throat raw from the squeezing it had undergone. 
 
    Decker sprinted along the gantry. Jester the Red and the few hassassins left to him were slowly being picked off by sheer weight of numbers. It looked bad, but one good thing about their plight was that all of the brainless zombies, being guided by whatever simple means Egil had used, were concentrated solely on them. 
 
    Not one of the group of slobbering, slavering humanoid monsters looked behind them as Decker approached at a gallop. 
 
    Sparks erupted around Decker as he closed on the rear of the group of zombie creatures. Bullets clattered off the simple metal railings around him. He ducked on instinct, but was glad to see that the collection of zombies in front of him took the brunt of the sustained spurt of gunfire. Ice and dust exploded into the air. Fragments of stone rained down as the spacer carbine rounds chewed into the ceiling high above. 
 
    Glancing down, Decker spotted Apricis below him. Obviously, she had been trying to clear his path a little, but cut her fire as he drew closer to the zombies with his sword raised over his shoulder like a baseball bat. 
 
    Decker fell on the milling ranks of the zombies trying to tear the remaining trio of men—one of which was, thankfully, Jester the Red—apart like a hurricane. A sound burbled up from his chest, a noise like a devil laughing. 
 
    No finesse. No real skill. Just pure butchering savagery. 
 
    The Balance Blade clove through the flesh of the animated dead like a welding torch through a bunch of jellyfish.   
 
    Heads were nicked clean off necks, the shining blade cutting through bone as easily as it slid through tissue. Decker hacked through the backs of the zombies like he was cutting his way through a thorn thicket. Never stopping, never pausing, he carved a path onward. 
 
    Initially, he forgot about augmenting his strikes with symbiote abilities—or maybe it was the sword that boosted his symbiote attacks. When the slaughter stirred the zombies to turn and meet his attack, he started dabbling by mixing physical and symbiote strikes. 
 
    He skimmed the blade through a couple of zombies, channeling some of his newly acquired ignifirensce, and set them alight with a thought. Whatever pull that Egil’s mind control techniques had on them looked to have been disrupted by the fire, for they instantly lost interest in combat and started thrashing to and fro. 
 
    Decker rammed the sword into a rotund shirtless zombie, whose bare flesh was spiderwebbed with blue veins of crawling ice. Gritting his teeth with the effort, he used Lux’s effulgencia to blow the man apart in a flash of blindingly bright light, turning him into a human flash-bang device. 
 
    Zombies around him staggered back, allowing the hassassins to cut some down with their finishards. They created some space, which allowed Decker to concentrate on the zombies attacking from the side of the gantry he had entered through, while Jester the Red and his two surviving men fought those encroaching from the other. 
 
    The world dissolved into the burning of his arm muscles, the sucking in and breathing out of each breath, and selecting of targets. In a far shorter time than Decker would have imagined, he was down to his last two opponents. 
 
    Benefits of a sword that can cut through rock, I guess. He squared off against the two remaining puppet creatures. 
 
    The skinny woman and the beefy man faced him. The woman was unarmed, her face so elongated from Egil’s genesense fuckery that her bottom jaw dangled grotesquely, clearly dislocated. 
 
    The brawny man, staring vacantly just over the top of Decker’s head, held a riot-gun. It was empty but still a perfectly functional skull bashing device. 
 
    The fact that they were unarmed meant nothing anyway. They were programmed, in whatever way Egil had contrived, to kill. They would use their hands, teeth, and nails. 
 
    Decker didn’t fancy being bitten to death. 
 
    They weren’t gathering their thoughts—they obviously had none of those to gather. Decker assumed they were going through some sluggish internal calculation supplied by the force that animated them, trying to figure out whether they should attack Decker or the hassassins behind them. 
 
    The beefy man lumbered forward, fucked up face set in the parody of a grin—an echo of Egil’s own mirth, Decker imagined—with his makeshift club raised. 
 
    Decker thrust out his hand and hit him with a buffeting wave of cogency. 
 
    The beefy animated corpse staggered, but miraculously didn’t go down. The invisible force wave hit one of Jester the Red’s men, who had been fighting behind the big zombie creature. He was thrown off balance and fell into the clutches of one of the other zombies the hassassins were engaged with. 
 
    With a shriek, the zombie pulled the hapless man off the side of the elevated walkway. Both of them tumbled away and out of Decker’s immediate sight, though the hassassin’s startled cry was cut short only a second or two later. 
 
    Oops. 
 
    The brawny hulk of a zombie came at Decker once more. He showed a turn of speed that Decker would have been astonished to see him use when he was alive. Decker thrust out, caught him in the guts with the Balance Blade, and then unleashed another blast of Lux’s effulgencia, tempered with some of Naara’s heat changing ability. 
 
    In retrospect, Decker thought he might have overdone it a touch. 
 
    The man exploded. Gobbets of chilled flesh burst outward in a starburst of gore, as tendrils of electricity propelled steaming bones in all directions. Out of the corner of his eye, Decker saw the man’s skull tumble away toward the floor of the Cistern Chapel. It was on fire. 
 
    Standing so close to the effulgencia and ignifirensce blast, the final female zombie humanoid was shredded in quite an appalling fashion. A stabbing burst of light took the skin and meat from her bones. Her body crashed over the ramshackle railing, taking it apart as she disappeared off the edge. Dark red blood, viscous with cold, splattered out and rained down on the combatants below. 
 
    For a moment, Jester the Red stared at Decker. For his part, Decker tried to suck in as much oxygen as he could, his chest heaving under his shock suit. 
 
    “Sorry about your man,” Decker managed to gasp, tilting his head toward where the unfortunate hassassin had been dragged off the gantry to face the lethal fall. 
 
    Jester the Red shrugged. In that simple gesture, Decker thought he saw the real man, hidden under the charismatic and colorful exterior like a snake under a rock, peering out at him. 
 
    “It was his time,” he said simply. 
 
    “Right,” Decker replied.  
 
    “New toy?” the handsome head of the Consociation of Hassassins said, nodding at the sword. 
 
    “You could say that,” Decker grunted, wiping the sweat that was threatening to freeze from his face with the back of his forearm. 
 
    “Well, it would seem that I’m in your debt, Captain Decker,” Jester the Red said, his piercing amber eyes fixed on Decker’s face. “And we hassassins consider a debt unpaid to be a promise made.” 
 
    “Cute,” Decker said, leaning over the rail to check how things were progressing down below. “How about we just call the whole you taking hits out on me and my crew thing settled? Rather than just putting a pin in it for the time being.” 
 
    Jester the Red considered this. 
 
    “Agreed,” he said. 
 
    “Great,” Decker grunted. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m sure you can find your own way down.” 
 
    Decker vaulted over the parapet and into space. His sword was angled down, the tip of the Balance Blade pointed toward the head of a zombie below. It was a long fall—a leg-breaking fall. 
 
    Decker, however, had found a new lease of confidence on the weapon in his hand. He felt good. He felt powerful. He had an inkling that the Balance Blade itself was supplying him with quite a bit of that self-belief, pumping it into him like a drug. 
 
    He had not planned on leaving the leader of the Consociation of Hassassins in quite such a dramatic fashion, but he had spotted something that impelled him to do it. 
 
    The stunningly pretty, unmistakably shaven-headed figure of Nelly Ries was being herded backward down one of the connecting tunnels that led into the Cistern Chapel. A trail of dead bodies attested to her fellow chem-runners being gunned and dragged down by the frantic zombies in pursuit of her. 
 
    Decker could push, pull, and levitate objects and people with his cogency. He’d levitated once already to reach the giant turtle, so he figured he could bounce himself off the ground, or cushion his fall too. 
 
    And it worked. In a way. 
 
    He conjured a transparent dome of energy that arrested his fall. Like any dome though, this forcefield was curved, so instead of just landing more slowly than he would have, Decker slid down the side of the invisible dome and stumbled over. 
 
    He missed out on plunging the Balance Blade dramatically into the crown of the zombie he had been aiming for. He had to content himself with sweeping his blade sideways and lopping it off at the ankles before it could pounce on him and tear him to bits. 
 
    He scrambled upright and scanned around to get his bearings. Nearby, Hera was using her ability to manipulate all things natural to send spears of ice shooting out from the walls to impale some of Egil’s minions. Occasional streaks of red followed by bursts of flesh and blood also informed Decker that Craglin was still at large. The rest of his crew were lost in the general chaos. 
 
    Decker took off running in the direction he had seen Nelly Ries retreating. On his way toward the tunnel, he hamstrung a zombie that had tried to corner Croaker. 
 
    “Cheers, Decker!” his former engineer yelled at Decker’s retreating back. 
 
    “Give them hell, Croaker!” Decker bellowed over his shoulder. 
 
    “Where the hell are you going?” Croaker cried. 
 
    Decker was too far away to be heard by the man at that point, but he answered anyway. 
 
    “To do my civic duty,” he muttered to himself. 
 
    By pure fluke, Decker ran past his dropped cryopistol. He stooped and snatched it up, just as some kind of electrically charged stevedore’s hook was swept over his head. The serrated edge of the tool would have proved to be a real pain in the neck had it connected. Decker swung the cryopistol around and melted the face of the zombie woman who tried to take his head off. 
 
    The tunnel that Nelly Ries had been herded into was, unsurprisingly, dimly lit, with only a few cursory LED lights illuminating the interior of the subterranean passage. It was about twice the height of Decker, and must have once moved a hell of a lot of waste. It curved away from him, making what was going on ahead quite impossible to see. 
 
    But not to hear. 
 
    The echoes of fighting and snarling and screeching bounced down the circular passage in a spine-tingling manner. Running into a giant old shit pipe to try and rescue a woman, who’d most likely not bat an eyelid if he died, from a bunch of ravenous non-humans was up there with the dumbest shit he had ever done. Decker ran on. 
 
    He rounded the bend in the huge pipe and was immediately obliged to throw himself flat. 
 
    Inside what was, essentially, a metal tube, the gunshots from Nelly Ries’ modified spacer carbine went off like bells in the end of the world. From his undignified vantage point on the floor, Decker saw the burst was aimed at the shuffling zombie-like creatures shuffling around her. Many of them held guns, which must have run dry since they were not shooting. Egil’s puppets had apparently not retained the mind power necessary to reload. 
 
    Ries’ bullets zinged off the smooth metal, winking and dying out like fireflies on the walls of the tunnel. All of them, predictably in those close confines, found a mark, although one ricochet also managed to leave a burning trail over the back of Decker’s thigh. 
 
    “Fuck!” he yelled. “Watch where you’re shooting, why don’t you?” 
 
    “Who’s that?” Nelly Ries shouted back. To her credit, she only sounded moderately rattled. Not bad considering the bind she was in. 
 
    “It’s Decker. James Decker,” Decker shouted back. 
 
    He was answered by another spray of gunfire that lit the dimness of the tunnel in a supernova brightness. Shambling caricatures of men and women were frozen for a second at a time in tableau, and then painted over in blacks and grays. 
 
    “What in the fuck are you doing here, Decker?” Ries snapped. 
 
    “Saving your fucking life!” Decker snapped back. 
 
    “Well get to it, then!” the barely visible woman shouted. 
 
    Decker pulled the trigger of his cryopistol. With a soft, almost grateful sigh, one of the zombies tumbled over backward with an apple-sized molten-edged hole through his back. The noise it made when hitting the floor of the tunnel reverberated down the pipe. 
 
    Cautiously Decker hopped into a crouching position. The gaggle of zombies was moving further down the tunnel, following Ries as she backed up. 
 
    “I’m out!” she yelled. 
 
    There was a meaty thwack, as she clubbed one of the zombies. What with the relatively tight confines of the tunnel’s width, combined with the darkness, the zombies seemed to be unsure how to proceed. 
 
    Decker picked off a couple more from range. If he just kept this up, not getting close enough for Egil’s monsters to turn and come for him, he should be able to— 
 
    Then what must have been a cannonball struck Decker in the sternum and sent him reeling backward. A second object struck him in the arm with enough force to numb the limb and spin him. It was only as he hit the deck that he realized he’d been shot twice. 
 
    Doesn’t take any time at all for things to go tits up, he thought, the observation coming from somewhere outside of himself. It can be as quick as that. 
 
    One of the ancient LED lights popped somewhere like an electric soap bubble. A few more gunshots followed. One of the more forgetful zombies had been carrying a loaded weapon after all. Some dying neuron must have sparked off in its head and reminded it what it could do with said weapon. 
 
    Oh joy, thought Decker. 
 
    He still had one good arm and, as luck would have it, it was the one holding his cryopistol. He raised it. 
 
    “Hit the fucking deck, Ries!” he yelled. “I’m going high!” 
 
    He squeezed the trigger. Augmented and improved cyropistol rounds bloomed molten red and blue as they connected with frozen flesh. Decker kept on depressing the trigger until he was fairly certain there was nothing moving. 
 
    Then there was silence. 
 
    “Ries?” Decker asked, his head thunking back on the metal of the tunnel as he dropped his hand. “I didn’t kill you, did I?” 
 
    “Not for lack of trying,” came the exotic accent, which easily stitched the image of the big green eyes and tanned skin into the air above Decker. 
 
    Decker heard footsteps coming closer to him. 
 
    “Where are you?” Ries asked. 
 
    “On the ground.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I’ve been shot.” 
 
    “Is it bad?” 
 
    Decker snorted and then winced at the flowering pain that moved up his arm. 
 
    “I’ve never known it to be good,” he said. 
 
    “Are you going to die?” Ries asked. Her feet had come to a halt right next to him, but Decker could only make her out as a dim gray figure above him. 
 
    “Why? Are you going to ease my passing with tender words if I am?” Decker replied. 
 
    He could hear the scorn in Ries’ tone when she answered. 
 
    “I must have missed the life lesson on what to say to people who are dying,” she said. “I just wanted to know if I needed to bother bending over to help you up.” 
 
    Decker put his cryopistol back into its holster. 
 
    “No,” he said. “No, I don’t think I’ll be dying just yet. I’ve got at least one more reason to live.” 
 
    A hand, slim but strong, reached down and grabbed him by the shoulder strap of his shock suit. 
 
    “Careful, James Decker,” Nelly Ries said. “What one calls a reason for living another will make an excellent reason for seeing you die.” 
 
    “Comforting.” 
 
    “If you wanted comfort you should have brought your cat with you.” 
 
    “I don’t have a cat.” 
 
    “And whose fault is that?” Ries said. “Now, get up.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When Ries and Decker returned to the main chamber of the Cistern Chapel, the fighting was all but over. Decker felt a little lopsided, his busted arm hanging limp at his side, and lightheaded, but not too bad considering he’d been shot two and a half times. He didn’t count the spacer carbine round that had grazed his thigh because it hadn’t, strictly speaking, penetrated. 
 
    While the amalgamated forces of thieves, chem-makers and dealers, hassassins, bounty hunters, and bootleggers cleaned up the last of the zombies, Decker sat on a step and caught his breath. 
 
    “Excuse me, Captain Decker, do you have time for a catch up?” someone asked, jerking Decker from his musings on nothing. He must have lost a fair bit of blood, but he was waiting for Rosa to come and run some tests on him before he got the definitive answer as to how much. 
 
    Decker knew that voice. 
 
    “Girrath,” he said. “Sure, I’ve got time for a catch up.” 
 
    The chief astrogator and navigator of the Fortune walked around to stand in front of Decker. The short, squat little fellow with the unrelentingly cheerful complexion and balding pate eyed Decker with concern. 
 
    “I’m not sure about a catch up, sir,” he said with his usual impeccable manners, “but you could certainly do with a patch up.” 
 
    Decker shrugged and instantly regretted it. 
 
    “Not the first time I’ve been shot, Girrath,” he said. “Good job I had my lucky jacket on, eh?” He patted the old flight jacket that he wore over his shock suit at all times. 
 
    “I thought you just wore that old thing because you couldn’t be bothered to buy anything better—I mean, ah, different, sir,” Girrath said. “I had no idea it was lucky.” 
 
    “Sure it’s lucky,” Decker replied, blinking hard to keep his vision from blurring and words from slurring. “I haven’t been killed even once wearing this thing.” 
 
    Girrath regarded Decker doubtfully, unsure if he was kidding or not. In truth, Decker didn’t know if he was joking just at that moment. 
 
    They were both saved from making any comment by the arrival of Croaker, Witi, Viola, and Celeste. 
 
    “Look, the old band is back together,” Decker said. 
 
    “The captain’s been shot,” Girrath pointed out, ever helpful and conscientious. 
 
    “I’m all right,” Decker said. 
 
    “You’ve really got to start getting better at dodging these bullet things, bro,” Witi said. “Getting shot ain’t so hard, you know. But dodging the fuckers, that’s where the kudos is.” 
 
    “If you don’t get hit, you don’t get the scars, Witi,” Decker said. “And if you don’t get the scars, you don’t get the ladies. Just ask Croaker here.” 
 
    “Hey,” Croaker said, “I get ladies. You sour bastards ever heard that you attract more flies with honey than vinegar?” 
 
    “You know what attracts more flies than either of those things, Croaker, bro?” Witi said. “Bullshit.” 
 
    It was the same old warrior’s banter. The same old shit that got trotted out after a fight. It was therapy of a kind; an unburdening of the bowel-clenching terror and the looming depression that went hand in hand with coming through something the likes of which they had all just endured alive. 
 
    Decker had often noted how, even in times of distress, people would try to maintain a sense of normality until they no longer could. He’d seen combat crack men and women like china dolls. Break them from the inside out. He’d felt it straining his own soul on more than one occasion, after he had survived some ridiculous mission he had no business making it through. 
 
    That, he believed, was truly called surviving. Not healing. No bounty hunter or mercenary he had ever known had ever become whole again after suffering that sort of trauma. They were just survivors. 
 
    If they were still breathing air after surviving half the shit the current crew of the Fortune had been through, he labeled them as a survivor. But those men and women who traveled the stars, and who made it through hell on the regular, and were still standing, like the five people standing in front of him now… Well, they bore a different name. 
 
    To Decker, they were warriors. 
 
    Decker took a deep breath and steadied himself. Around them, dotted around the chamber, the symbiotes were making rounds. Every now and again, one of them would kneel down and inspect the corpse of one of Egil’s animated minions. 
 
    It felt like a victory, but it wasn’t. All of those… things they had killed, or re-killed, had been people once. Residents of Dracone. Yeah, each and every one of them had probably been about as crooked as a barrel of fishhooks, but they had been people just like him. 
 
    Fucking Egil, Decker thought, the bitterness rising in his throat like bile. What is it about the universe that means there always has to be someone like him lurking in the background? Is the universe as sadistic a place as all that? Does the universe just enjoy inviting its own destruction, like a man standing on the edge of a cliff in a high wind? 
 
    He had met plenty of psychos in his years sailing the void and running down bounties, but Decker had never met one who was actively willing to go out and bring the whole goddamn show to a close. That was crazy on a whole different level. All the other nutjobs he’d met had been ludicrously small-time in comparison to that. 
 
    Shit, he’d unknowingly employed genuine psychopaths when pickings were slim. Psychopaths were those worrying people who could go for months or years acting normally, but would at times get tired of the monotony of their lives. They would get bored with routine. 
 
    One woman, who Decker had to eject out of an airlock after she had murdered the medic before Rosa, had explained the way she saw things to him just before he’d sent her on her last space walk. 
 
    “Sometimes,” she’d said, smiling through the tiny airlock viewscreen, “I just crave the beauty and excitement of the blood and the… fire. It’s so beautiful, Decker. So beautiful. I know that if I get too close it will kill me, like it has here, but what does that matter? It’s surely better to be happy, even if it’s just for a moment, and then be utterly consumed by the beauty of the flames, than to live a long life and be bored all the while.” 
 
    Egil is functioning on a whole new plane of crazy, though, Decker thought. 
 
    What was more, regardless of the fact that it was about as far from a morale victory as was possible, this was only a victory in the war still ongoing. 
 
    “All right,” Decker said, his words cutting through the banter. “All right. Tell me what happened before we arrived. Tell me everything you know. I don’t think we have long before things go really pear-shaped, so I want all the information possible.” 
 
    “Hold on, hold on, goddamn it, Cap,” Rosa’s voice said. 
 
    Before Viola Larson could launch into an explanation of what had gone down, the medical officer of the Farrago hustled over. 
 
    “Before you start getting yourself all worked up and lose the rest of the blood you’ve still got in you, let me start patching you up, how about that?” she said. It was a very gentle and question-shaped order. 
 
    “Sure,” Decker said. “I’ve got a free moment.” 
 
    Rosa stabbed a needle into Decker’s arm so that she could read his vitals on her omni-com. 
 
    “You haven’t actually lost that much blood,” she muttered to herself as she scrolled through a series of lists and paused the occasional data spool so that she could check something. 
 
    “Nothing that a few drugs won’t fix, eh?” Decker asked. 
 
    Rosa didn’t answer straight away. She just carried on checking and double checking statistics, every now and again tapping her omni-com so that she could take a look at something in more detail. 
 
    “No infections… Nothing of that nature,” she murmured eventually. 
 
    She looked up from her omni-com and began probing Decker’s wounded arm. 
 
    He sucked in a hissing breath. 
 
    Rosa glanced up at him. “Oh, is that a bit tender?” she asked, the sarcasm so thinly veiled she might as well have not bothered. 
 
    “Little bit,” Decker admitted in a tight voice, trying to blink away the moisture from his watering eyes. 
 
    “Well, you know what you could do next time?” Rosa asked. 
 
    “Take someone with me when I go running off into a dark hole after a shady underworld figure?” Decker guessed. 
 
    “You could take someone with you when you go running off into a dark hole after a shady underworld figure,” Rosa said. 
 
    “And try not getting shot?” Croaker supplied. 
 
    “And try not getting shot,” Rosa parroted. 
 
    “Good idea,” Decker said, ignoring the round of chuckling from the crew of the Fortune. 
 
    “As for the drugs…” Rosa said, transferring her gaze back to wounds. “Ideally, I’d like to have you back on the ship and put you into a narcoma chamber—give you the old month’s worth of healing in a day treatment. I don’t think we’re going to have time for that, though.” 
 
    “I can use my symbiote thing to—” Decker started to say, but Rosa put a hand on his arm. 
 
    “I don’t know, physiologically speaking, how that voodoo shit works, Cap,” she said sternly. “I’ll tell you this though: there’s always a price to be paid. You can’t make something out of nothing. Just let me do this. Might not be so quick. Might not be so flashy. But, it’ll work. In the meantime, these guys can fill you in on what you want to know.” 
 
    “What can you do?” Decker asked his medic. 
 
    “I mean, I’ll give you an antibiotic and coagulant cocktail, but…” Rosa said. She moved Decker’s arm up and around, much to his discomfort, so that she could look underneath it. “It looks to me like the bullets went straight through. What was it?” 
 
    “Riot-gun. Modified,” Decker said. 
 
    Rosa pulled a small scanner from one of her numerous pockets, opened a link between it and her omni-com, ran first over Decker’s arm and then, getting him to stand, over the back of his lacerated thigh. 
 
    “No fragments,” she said. “A little bit of clothing got taken in, but I’ll give you a shot of temporary nanos that’ll break that down before it causes any problems.” 
 
    Decker grunted. He didn’t much like nano-tech—the idea of having microscopic robots traipsing through his veins like they were walking a highway freaked him out—but he also didn’t like the idea of arguing with Rosa Hawkes. 
 
    “Do your thing, Hawkes,” he said. 
 
    “Aye aye, Captain,” she said. 
 
    As Rosa pulled out a few bits and pieces, including some little hermetic wounds seals, a  hypodermic laser injector, and a vial of nanos floating in a clear viscous, Decker turned to Viola. 
 
    “All right, fire away,” he told her.  
 
    “Well, obviously you guys received my last message, bro,” Witi Hohepa rumbled. His voice was its usual placid and unruffled self. 
 
    “Yeah, we did,” Decker affirmed, trying to keep from glancing at his arm while Rosa worked her magic on him. 
 
    “Well, when we got back here, we saw projectiles orbiting the fissure on Agali,” Viola said. 
 
    “The little black specks that turned out to be landers?” Decker asked. 
 
    “That’s right. They were just orbiting the star, looking like flies around a big old shiny shit,” Croaker said. 
 
    “How poetic,” Viola said, rolling her eyes. 
 
    “Thank you,” Croaker said with a sarcastic smile. “Also, Decker,” he said, turning back to the wincing bounty hunter, “that fucking seam, it was a lot more pronounced, you know.” 
 
    Decker nodded for them to carry on, though he did not trust himself to open his mouth at that moment in case he let out a squeak of pain. 
 
    “Soon, some of those projectiles landed on Dracone—like you say, they were landing pods, sir,” Girrath said. “No one knew what the devil to expect when they opened, of course. Heck, it might have been the leftover Thraxians for all we knew.” 
 
    “Imagine everyone’s surprise and consternation when it turned out to be none other than a bunch of those pussies who had fled first,” Celeste Iltane said with her usual curtness. 
 
    “Everyone was relieved that it wasn’t, like, monsters or some shit, you know, bro,” Witi said. 
 
    “At first,” Croaker said. 
 
    “Right. At first,” Witi agreed. 
 
    “Then we saw that they weren’t the same people that had left,” Viola continued. She ran her hands through her long dark hair, stroking her fingers through it before tying it back up into the pragmatic warrior’s tail she wore when in combat. “Those shambling fucking things poured out of the pods and attacked, and that’s when we tried to hail you again. We couldn’t get through, so we assumed you were in jump-space.” 
 
    “We drove them back. Killed the first wave. We hoped it’d be the only wave. Then we got an announcement that the telemetry towers had spotted your ship on their scopes. They followed you in,” Celeste said. 
 
    “These zombies, for lack of a better word, seem to infect those they wound with some kind of illness,” Girrath said. “Those they don’t kill outright, and those are few and far between to be honest, I’ve never seen the likes of it before, sir, and none of the others that we have talked to have the foggiest idea as to what it is, but—” 
 
    “—I do,” Decker said. 
 
    Rosa gave him a sidelong look and then went back to her work on his arm. 
 
    “We do,” Decker amended. “We saw something like this with Dorian Wellington, the Ik’at we had onboard the Farrago for a while before Egil, the entity responsible for all this shit, used him up and turned him into a raisin.” 
 
    “That was my first thought too, Cap,” Rosa said. She removed the first of the hermetic seals and started applying some synth-skin to the much improved wound. “You know what my second thought was?” 
 
    “That Egil is trying to gain a new vessel,” Decker said. 
 
    “New vessel?” Witi asked. “You mean, like, he’s trying to find some amenable host down here whose body he can take over, bro?” 
 
    “Like a big old tapeworm,” Decker affirmed with a short nod. 
 
    “He’s going to keep coming, then?” Croaker asked. His voice sounded even raspier than usual. 
 
    Decker nodded again. “Egil isn’t the kind to give up after being rebuffed a couple of times, not if the accounts of the symbiotes and the few run-ins we’ve had with him are anything to go by.” 
 
    Celeste Iltane clenched her jaw and smacked her fist into her open palm. Decker saw the muscles in her temple working as she chewed this bit of news over. 
 
    “So,” she said, “this alien freeze dried whackaloon is sending more minions?” 
 
    “That’s about the shape of it, Iltane,” Rosa said as she moved onto Decker’s second bullet hole. 
 
    “Good job that bitch, Briggs, has stationed a load of her GWC troopers up on the surface, then,” Viola said. “I don’t like that woman one bit, but she runs a tight ship. I’ll give her that much.” 
 
    Croaker wagged his head in agreement. “Yeah, if they launch any more incursions, she’ll be waiting for those that land,” he said. “I overheard the likes of Meta Kula and Beon Boka—well, Boka was listening more than talking—saying how they were deploying their forces to cover as many of the available routes of ingress into Dracone as they could. 
 
    Decker nodded distractedly. 
 
    “What is it, Cap?” Rosa asked. More than any other member of crew that had served under him, Rosa Hawkes knew how to pick up on the mood of her captain. 
 
    Decker sighed and then sucked in a breath as Rosa jabbed him with the hypodermic laser. 
 
    “I was just thinking that stopping these zombie things he is sending down is all very well, but it won’t be long before Egil manages to break out of the Cloud Sea,” Decker said. 
 
    The universe being the cussed thing that it was, an alert sounded on his omni-com at that moment. It was echoed a split-second later by Rosa’s, then by all of the Fortune crew’s personal computer aids. 
 
    “What is it?” Decker asked resignedly. He couldn’t look at his own screen as it was on the arm that Rosa was currently tending to. 
 
    Witi Hohepa held out his beefy forearm to show Decker his omni-com. 
 
    Decker found himself looking up at the fissure on the distant star, Agali. It must have been captured by a telemetry relay from the surface of Dracone because the image was nicely magnified. 
 
    “Shit,” Decker said. He felt like he had been saying that a lot recently. 
 
    On the small screen, more and more dots spilled from the darkening crease that ran down the center of the weak and faraway sun. 
 
    “What do we do?” Croaker asked. 
 
    “You tell me, Croaker,” Decker snapped softly. “You’re the one with his ear to the ground apparently. What are the other guild leaders saying?” 
 
    Croaker shrugged off the mild rebuke and said, “When there’s a bunch of leaders, there ain’t no leader, Decker. You know what I’m saying?” 
 
    “We trust you, Decker,” Celeste said, crossing her arms over her chest. “Not those other motherfuckers. So, tell us, what the fuck’re we doing?” 
 
    Decker made his decision quickly. Deep down he had expected something like this, and he’d already formed his plan. 
 
    “Look, we’re all going to need to prepare for the coming conflict—all of us, plus the GWC goons under Briggs, the smugglers, the hassassins, and all the rest of our fellow undesirables on Dracone, right?” Decker said. “That much is obvious. Those landing pods aren’t going to take long to get here. I want you guys all to make ready and then divide up and make sure everyone else knows that this is going to be a fight with no quarter.” 
 
    “Captain, a lot of people are going to be fighting against people they know,” Girrath pointed out. “That can have adverse effects on the psychology of an individual, having to shoot at their friends and—” 
 
    Decker cut him off with a dark look. 
 
    “Those things coming down aren’t human, they’re not even alive, and they sure as shit aren’t anybody’s friends, you got it, Girrath?” he growled. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Girrath said promptly. He stood up a little straighter, although for one of his small stature, the difference was negligible. 
 
    “There will be no quarter from us, okay?” Decker repeated. “Make sure everyone holding a weapon on our side gets that through their heads—right through the fucking concrete. They won’t get any mercy, not even if they find themselves face to face with someone they used to love. That’s not how Egil works.” 
 
    Decker took in the grim faces surrounding him. Craglin had snuck into the back of the group while he had been talking. It was a mark of how serious the situation was that the Renkiddion had kept his mouth shut. 
 
    “I want all of you armed and armored up,” Decker continued, “and you’ve got to remember, and spread the word, that everyone must avoid being wounded by those zombie things at all costs. I’ve seen what happens to someone that Egil gets his hooks into.” 
 
    “What about the planet, Decker?” Croaker asked. He was shuffling the deck of cards he always kept on his person. That was a sure sign he was nervous. 
 
    “As for Dracone…” Decker said. 
 
    In the privacy of his head he was lamenting that he couldn’t just simply slot some data files into the base’s mainframes to upgrade the defenses with symbiote tech, like he had done with the Farrago. 
 
    This train of thought, however, suddenly ran down another track. 
 
    Why can’t I? 
 
    “Captain?” Viola prompted him. 
 
    “I think…” Decker said. “I think… Hold on a second, I need to check something.” 
 
    Closing his eyes to try and block out distractions, Decker hailed Lorelei telepathically. He tried to ignore the sound of Croaker saying to Rosa, “What’s he doing, some meditation shit?” 
 
    “Lorelei,” Decker began hurriedly, once he felt her soothing presence on his mind, which felt like the metal equivalent of a warm flannel. “Lorelei, I want to—” 
 
    “You wish to know whether you can use the symbiote data we retrieved from my sisters to augment non-symbiote tech,” Lorelei said. 
 
    “Uh, yeah,” Decker said. “How did you know?” 
 
    “We share thoughts, Decker. We share minds,” she replied. 
 
    Decker accepted this. 
 
    “Can it be done?” he asked. 
 
    Lorelei paused, as if she was thinking. Decker knew that it was more likely that the elfin blonde was running a series of complex calculations. 
 
    “Remember,” he said quickly, “I just want to know if it can be done. Don’t tell me the likelihood that it’ll fail miserably.” 
 
    Lorelei chuckled through their telepathic connection. The sound sent a shiver of warmth down Decker’s spine. 
 
    “As you wish, Decker,” she said. “As it goes, I think that, while it will take some doing, it can be done. It would be best if some or all of my sisters went to do this. There will be less chance of, as you say, anything failing miserably.” 
 
    “Thanks, Lorelei,” Decker said. “If you can let them know what I’m thinking that would be fantastic.” 
 
    “Consider it done, Decker,” Loreli said, and she broke the connection. 
 
    When Decker shared his plan with the others, Craglin immediately volunteered for the task of getting hands on with Dracone’s defense array and making the physical connections and adjustments. 
 
    “All right,” Decker agreed. “Ow!” 
 
    He flinched as Rosa pulled the final hermetic seal from the bullet graze along his thigh and gave it a good spray of synth-skin. 
 
    “There there, precious,” she teased him, patting him patronizingly on the back, “you’re all done now.” 
 
    Decker fixed her a wooden look, but this only seemed to please his medical officer. 
 
    “Hawkes,” Decker said, “I want you to go with Craglin.” 
 
    Rosa nodded, her face slipping back into serious mode. 
 
    “I was going to offer to help him,” she said. 
 
    Craglin grinned toothily up at her. 
 
    “That came out wrong,” Rosa said. “I meant, I was going to offer to keep an eye on him.” 
 
    “Ah, c’mon, darl, admit it, you’d miss me,” the Renkiddion said. 
 
    “It’s the idea of being too far away that I might miss you, should I want to put a spacer carbine round in your ass that worried me, actually,” Rosa said sweetly. 
 
    Decker waved his two shipmates off. In doing so, he marveled at how much better his arm felt already. 
 
    “Great job, Hawkes,” he said. “Now the two of you go and gather the symbiote girls and get the hell out of here. Get to the telemetry towers and command bunkers and make whatever improvements you can. Go! The symbiotes have already been told what’s going on.” 
 
    Craglin and Rosa hurried away. 
 
    Decker turned to his old crew. The men and women of the Fortune were, in an indirect way, under his command, so much as them franchising his old ship from him went. Decker felt partly responsible for dragging them into all this, but he also couldn’t have thought of a group of any other bounty hunters or space travelers he’d rather have at his back. 
 
    “I know how you feel,” he found himself saying. “A lot of people are going to tell you that. You’re going to say that to a lot of people too. I know how you feel. Whether that’s truthful or not, I don’t know. But I know it’s the truth when I say it to you guys. I know how you fucking feel. Scared. Apprehensive. Yeah, I know.” 
 
    Decker made sure he held the eye of each man and woman gathered around him: Witi Hohepa, Viola Lawson, stumpy old Girrath, Celeste Iltane, and Croaker. 
 
    “Shit, Decker, what the fuck are we doing here, man?” Croaker asked, his voice quavering just a touch. “What’s going on with all this…” and he waved the hand clutching the deck of cards around, “With all this shit, man? How are we meant to stop something that’s dividing a fucking sun?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you guys a secret,” Decker said. “I’ll tell you why I’m still sucking in air today. It’s because I’ve got a purpose—the same purpose as all of you. We have to save the universe.” 
 
    Witi Hohepa let out a disbelieving, rumbling chuckle. 
 
    “No pressure, then,” he said. 
 
    “There’s no running away from this fight,” Decker continued. “As shitty as that might be, at least it makes things simple. There’s precious little enough in this life that can be said to be that.” 
 
    “True,” Celeste said, the ghost of a smile flitting across her pug-like face. 
 
    Decker swallowed. The unspoken truth loomed large over them, its shadow like a storm cloud over an open plain. 
 
    Some of us might not live through this one, he thought. 
 
    “Go and do your fucking jobs,” he said gruffly. “You’re good at those. Some of the best. It’s why I hired your asses in the first place.” 
 
    The crew of the Fortune straightened their backs, set their jaws, and squared their shoulders. They prepared to find their tasks, to do what their captain, even if he was their former captain really, had told them to do. 
 
    “And what are you going to be doing while we’re working, boss?” Viola asked with a wry grin. 
 
    Decker puffed out his stubbled cheeks and rubbed at his eyes. 
 
    “There’s one job only I can do,” he said. “I’m going to try to hold Egil back as long as I can from within the Cloud Sea.” 
 
    “That’s, like, the other dimension kind of thing, right?” Croaker asked. “That’s where this diabolical cornhole is trying to break from? Where those lovely, um, ladies’ people come from?” 
 
    He gestured toward the retreating backs of the symbiotes as they hurried away toward the Cistern Chapel exit with Craglin and Rosa flanking them. 
 
    “In a nutshell, yeah,” Decker said. “Although, those ‘lovely ladies’ didn’t come from there. Their people did. Way back in the day.” 
 
    “And you reckon you can go into this trippy Cloud Sea thing and keep this Egil prick at bay?” Croaker persisted. 
 
    Decker raised his eyebrows. “I figure I might be able to hold him back more now that I wield this little puppy,” he said, patting the hilt of the Balance Blade. 
 
    Croaker looked skeptical, but he had the good sense to keep his pie-hole shut. 
 
    “Well, it seems like we’ve said everything we need to,” Celeste said. “Let’s hustle. Those fucking pods are going to be touching down before long. I want a prime position to pick off the zombie things before they get here.” 
 
    Decker shook hands with his former crew. With final nods and an unnecessary checking of weapons, they rushed off. Decker watched them go. 
 
    “And try not to goddamn die, will you?” Decker called after them. “I look at you bunch of delinquent jackasses for what you are: the most able and dedicated bunch of star-sailors and bounty hunting rogues I ever moved through the void with. That comes with a lot of worry, you know, because I can’t replace you. Don’t any of you make me have to replace you.” 
 
    Viola Larson turned when she was almost out of shouting distance. 
 
    “Star-splitter or no star-splitter, I wouldn’t fancy being that Egil son of a bitch, Decker. Not if you’re looking for him. You’ve got that light in your eye.” 
 
    “What light?” Decker asked, raising his voice over the din of men and women preparing for a coming battle. 
 
    “The light of a man who is just looking for a reason to throw down,” Viola shouted. 
 
    Decker spread his arms, ignoring the aching twinge in his sore shoulder. 
 
    “You know what I’m doing here, Lawson? I’m not looking for a reason. I’ve found one. Egil is my goddamn reason.” 
 
    The raven-haired woman nodded, waved, and hurried after the rest of the dispersing Fortune crew. 
 
    Decker sat down, his back leaning against a pillar. 
 
    “All right, Egil,” he said. “You heard. You’re my reason, so let’s be having you, you piece of shit.” 
 
    He opened his mind wide, wide, wide and— 
 
    —dropped effortlessly through the barrier between worlds and into the Cloud Sea. 
 
    Decker swam through the sifting, swirling messy tangle of sentient thoughts that comprised the Cloud Sea. He needed to be careful. As much as he wanted to find Egil and distract him, he didn’t want to get drawn into an outright battle with the psychotic symbiote right now. 
 
    Delving deeper, the floating conscious thread of steel and adamant that was Decker wove and twisted its way through the beautiful chaos of the realm half a dream away from the material world. Without too much effort, and given speed by his need and by his focus, he managed to locate the rift. 
 
    This was the other side of the visible portal in the middle of Agali. He noted, looking with eyes that were not eyes, that the damage to the rift was significant—and worsening. 
 
    “Well well, look who we have here!” came a sudden voice in, for want of a more accurate description, Decker would have called his ear. 
 
    He turned his consciousness around. 
 
    Behind him was a presence. Not a shape, but a mere flicker of darkness, of ill intention, like a dark flame set against the watery silver light of the star, Agali. 
 
    “Egil,” Decker said. “Fancy seeing you here.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My my,” said Egil, in the voice that drew a picture of a mind tiptoeing along the very brink of sanity. “Here he is once again. The ruiner of plans. The human whose heart tells me he believes in nothing, and yet fights for the greatest cause of all. Perhaps, he does believe after all. Tell me, are you here under the misguided notion that you are going to show me—what is it called…? Ah, yes! Justice.” 
 
    Decker kept his tone level and as non-confrontational as he could. The longer he kept Egil chatting away, the less concentration Decker hoped he’d be able to lend to his minions back on Dracone. 
 
    “I have belief of a kind,” he said evenly. 
 
    “Is that so? I thought I sensed something feebly fluttering in that heart of hearts of yours,” Egil said. There was a flash of white in the flickering darkness in front of Decker: a predatory smile. 
 
    “I believe in me and I believe in those symbiotes you’re betraying and I believe in the few friends I’m lucky enough to have,” Decker said. “That’s all.” He snorted with derisive laughter. “Don’t worry, Egil. So far as you’re concerned, justice doesn’t factor into it.” 
 
    The shadow-flame faded in and out and back in again; a thoughtful change. 
 
    “If not justice, then what?” Egil asked. 
 
    Decker touched the sword at his side, or at least the pulsing power within him, which was the form the sword took in this dimensional space. 
 
    “Balance,” he said. 
 
    “Balance?” 
 
    “You’ve had your time, Egil. You had your chance. You’re a being who is, in all the ways that matters, already dead. Whether we manage to burn you down, bleed you out, or obliterate you in some other way, your time in this universe is done,” Decker said, his voice still conversational, like they were discussing the weather. 
 
    “You’re still bent on killing me, then?” Egil asked. 
 
    “I’m not going to kill you. You’re already dead, you understand?”  
 
    Egil giggled then. The sound was like a knife being dragged down the glass pane of Decker’s soul. 
 
    “Ah good, then it’s hate that compels you!” the symbiote said. 
 
    Decker returned the laughter with difficulty. 
 
    “Hate? Nah, hate takes too much energy, Egil, and you’re not worth it. Hating somebody else is the most spiteful thing you can do to yourself. Shit, I know. I spent long enough learning and perfecting how to hate the world when I was a younger man. I don’t want to feel that, buddy. Especially not for the likes of you.” 
 
    Egil and Decker faced one another. Floating consciousness facing the flickering black flame. 
 
    “You know, I think I’m going to miss you once I’ve killed you, James Decker,” Egil said, with a little titter that made Decker want to drag the son of a bitch’s face across a table-sized cheese grater. 
 
    “Well, you can cry yourself pale as far as I’m concerned, Egil.” 
 
    That flash of white again amidst the blackness. Another smile. 
 
    “I do hate you, you know,” the being of this other world said, “but I find, in spite of every instinct of mine, also respecting your sheer stubbornness in the face of your almost certain annihilation.” 
 
    “I know I said that hate can take a lot out of you, and that normally it’s not worth the time and effort,” Decker replied. “On this occasion though, I’ll make an exception for you, Egil. You just leave the hating to me, okay.” 
 
    Egil considered this. 
 
    “I could understand that,” he said. “You have spent your life—fleeting as a rising spark from a fire as it is—living in comparative freedom to your fellows. You don’t want that freedom taken away.” 
 
    Decker shook his head—or he would have done if he had a head in that place. 
 
    “You really don’t fucking get it, do you?” he said. “You sound like a kid, Egil. For all your smarts and experience, you don’t know dick about being human, or how we operate. You think that just because I’m a bounty hunter that there are no rules, nothing to worry about, and no self-doubt about what I should be or how I should act? You think I’m free?” 
 
    The black flame that was Egil flickered. Silent. Waiting. 
 
    “There’s no such goddamn thing as freedom, Egil?” Decker continued. “Not really. There are all sorts of laws, more rules than you could shake a coilgun at, customs, and responsibilities all over this galaxy. And the more people, species, and ideologies that get crammed into the Myrmidon System, the more rules and laws and shit there are. Out in the void is the closest you can get to freedom, but you still have to obey laws of a kind.” 
 
    “Then why do you fight me so?” Egil asked. “If life is all about hopping from one law-made island to the next, why not just let go?” 
 
    “Because it’s not your choice to make for a universe, you ass, that’s why. Every single person in this great mess should have the chance to choose how they spend their spark-long life, even if the choices they make bite them.” 
 
    The black flame flickered again, bloomed and, for an instant, almost looked like it would take on a shape. For the briefest of instances, Decker saw Egil as he knew him: robes of swirling, floating darkness, dark hair, waxen pale face, eyes of an uncertain color, and a mouth with all the appeal of a bloody wound. 
 
    Then the flame resumed its shadowy dance. 
 
    When Egil next spoke, his voice was thick with animosity. He did not raise it, but Decker could feel the malice in his words, as if each syllable was gilded with fire. 
 
    “You should be careful, speaking to me like that, human,” he said. “I think that your kind’s reliance on the fact that you have only come across sentience of near enough equal mental and physical prowess during your expansion has weakened you as a species.” 
 
    “I don’t know about that,” Decker replied. “I don’t know how you would know that, what with being locked in here for however many long ages it’s been for you.” 
 
    “What you don’t know could fill quite an extensive library, I imagine,” Egil said, and there was an edge to his giggling laugh now. It was a vicious little harmonic that reminded Decker of the play of light along the edge of a razor. 
 
    “You’re lucky I don’t bruise easily, Egil,” Decker quipped. 
 
    “There are no real consequences for your kind when dealing with others with whom you share your system,” Egil continued, giving no indication that he had even heard Decker. “Drift into a busy shipping lane without checking your radar, and the other ships will merely pass you by and avoid you, cursing or complaining; the only consequence is a damaged reputation for you and a furious captain manning the other ship, perhaps.” 
 
    “And what?” Decker asked, unable to keep the mockery from his voice. “Are things so different here? You’re going to tell me what big badass you are because you’ve had to put up with being stuck in here for millennia?” 
 
    Egil’s true form, or the form he had occupied when he had been on Milenides, flickered back into view. The eyes that were one moment cherry red, the next venomous yellow, the next black as the void itself, pierced Decker with untold centuries of malevolence. 
 
    “There it is!” He cackled. “The incomparable shortsightedness of the human being. Wonderful, just wonderful!” 
 
    Decker let the pain in the ass cackle himself right out before he asked, “What?” 
 
    “I’m not talking of the Cloud Sea, fool, although it is perilous enough. No, I’m talking about the vastness of space beyond your little Myrmidon. My word, but it would take the might of a billion suns to illuminate the darkness of your ignorance.” 
 
    “The universe is a dangerous place, I’m sure,” Decker said carefully. 
 
    “Of course it is,” Egil barked. Just like that, all traces of humor had died. “It is like any ecosystem: there are predators and prey. You and your pathetic ilk can’t even begin to comprehend the myriad dangers that lurk just around the next cosmological bend.” 
 
    Once more his mood changed, and he burst into laughter. “In the universe as a whole there can be no mistakes, and for one simple reason—because the universe does not care,” the symbiote continued. “A star doesn’t care if you’re aware of its imminent collapse. The black hole doesn’t care how much the bounty you have just retrieved is worth to you. The war-fleet has no interest in your hopes for the future. If you fail to detect the star’s heat, you will burn; if you get too close to the black hole, you will be vanished; if you are caught unprepared by the war-fleet, you will be devoured.” 
 
    Decker digested these words. 
 
    “Sounds to me like you’re counseling me, and all humans, to be scared, Egil,” he said. “But what good is living if you’re scared all the time?” 
 
    “Precisely. Your kind are good at bandying words around, James Decker,” Egil said. “Often you’ll say things like, ‘I’ll feel nothing in killing you’. But this is so much hot air. I know this. I feel the lies here. But believe me when I tell you, I will feel nothing watching your entire species perish. It will be peaceful once it’s done.” 
 
    “If you can do it,” Decker said, staring into the flames and giving them a small, unfriendly smile. 
 
    Egil faded into view once more, now as pale and washed of color as a ghost. 
 
    “I will say something about you,” he said thoughtfully. “I have noticed something… different about you. Something sturdier, stronger.” 
 
    “It’s the food fabricator on our ship,” Decker said. “I’m putting on weight, I know it.” 
 
    Egil’s form grew clearer. His eyes, the color of blood, narrowed as he appraised the floating, formless thing that Decker believed himself to be. 
 
    Then he giggled to himself. His black hair waved around his head like dead seaweed. 
 
    “May I remind you, James Decker, about what I said concerning just how splendid and amenable a vessel you would make me,” Egil said. 
 
    “Only so long as I can remind you about how I was of the opinion that I’d rather self-circumcise by having a Thraxian dunehound chew my dick skin off than have you touch me in any way.” 
 
    “You are unique in some way,” Egil said, paying no heed to Decker’s banter. 
 
    “So my momma was always trying to tell me.” 
 
    “You never really knew your mother, James Decker. It is a source of wonderful internal pain to you.” 
 
    Decker felt like he’d been tapped in the guts with a fray-wand, which was impressive because he currently had no guts to speak of. 
 
    Reeling internally from the way Egil had plunged that quite accurate and secret barb into his heart, he tried to probe Egil in turn. 
 
    “What do you mean unique, then?” he managed to say, with only a moment’s pause, trying to get Egil to reveal more about this belief of his. 
 
    The savage gash of a smile flashed white in the pale face. 
 
    Egil’s tone was mocking as he said, “More ignorance? Dear me, James Decker.” 
 
    Decker said nothing. 
 
    “Allow me to enlighten you somewhat,” Egil said. “And in doing so, perhaps you will understand how it is that I know so much about you; about the innermost workings of your heart and the awful mess that is the inside of your head. Perhaps this will clue you in as to how I, alone from anyone else, know about your feelings toward your mother.” 
 
    Decker felt his anger rising, but he somehow managed to keep a lid on it. 
 
    “Go on,” he said. 
 
    “The Cloud Sea is a web of the thoughts and emotions of sentients, James Decker,” Egil said. “That is not what it feels like. That is what it is. Every dream, desire, preponderance that a sentient has—every single one—manifests itself in the Cloud Sea.” 
 
    “Seems improbable,” Decker said, more out of hoping to nettle Egil than because he disbelieved what he was saying. 
 
    “How else would you describe wishes and dreams?” Egil asked. 
 
    Decker remained silent yet again. 
 
    “These collect in clusters,” Egil said. “They form souls, as sentients might call them.” 
 
    Decker had never been one for all that sort of spiritual shit, but he got the sense that Egil was going somewhere with all this, so he swallowed his sarcastic reply. 
 
    Egil went on, “Some souls are not content to merely float around the Cloud Sea as others do. Some yearn to break free.” He giggled to himself, though what was funny Decker couldn’t see. 
 
    “Right,” he said. 
 
    “And some of them even succeed, breaking free of the Cloud Sea by sheer will and reincarnating in the material world, would you believe?” Egil said. “When they die, they return to the Cloud Sea, only to break free again.“ 
 
    “You’re talking about eternal life—of a sort.” 
 
    “Hmmm,” Egil said, his face turning into a black skull wreathed with flames for a moment. 
 
    “And what has this got to do with—?” Decker began. 
 
    “That’s why I admire you so much, James Decker, don’t you see?” Egil suddenly gushed. 
 
    His form swayed forward toward Decker so that it took all of his self-control not to move backward and away. Egil felt like a rabid dog: run and he’d chase you down and sink his teeth into the back of your neck, but stand and he’d let you be, for a while at least. 
 
    “I thought you hated me?” Decker said. 
 
    “Oh, I do, I do!” the manic being said. “But I also said I respect you too. And that is because your soul is, in fact, one of those souls that comes in and out.” 
 
    Decker lost his composure for a second. 
 
    “What?” he blurted. 
 
    Egil broke into a hysterical roll of titters and giggles that made Decker feel physically nauseous. 
 
    “Yes, indeed!” he said. “Your soul has been reincarnated for thousands of years. I know. I have seen it come and go, ebbing in and out like an eternal tide.” 
 
    “I…” 
 
    “Don’t believe it?” Egil said. “Why would you? You do not have the scope. Your race sets limitations upon itself. They import the traditions and ideologies of the planets and worlds they have dried up or burned to ashes and then condemn their new worlds with the same failures. Your people do not learn. They evolve, but do not learn.” 
 
    Decker spoke a question, just to stop the pestilential fuck from babbling on like a mad thing. “You’ve seen and heard of such souls before?” 
 
    Egil scoffed and laughed harder than ever. 
 
    “Of course, you dolt. The symbiotes hold such souls up as legends,” he said. 
 
    In a flash that drove everything else out of his mind, Decker recalled the mural he saw in the vault. 
 
    The figure wielding the sword. 
 
    “And that’s why you want me as a vessel,” he muttered. 
 
    “That’s why I want your body as a vessel,” Egil hissed. 
 
    “Because my body is able to contain a soul from the Cloud Sea… so it’ll contain yours—” 
 
    “Indefinitely.” Egil cackled. 
 
    Decker felt fear prickle through him. Only the stupid feared nothing. Or the insane. Or the dead. 
 
    “Your physical husk is the eye of the perfect storm, James Decker,” Egil crooned. “You’re a cynic, but a cynic who wields an ultimate power. You know that the world or galaxy will not bat an eyelid if you die. You know it won’t pay any attention to the screams that rise from a billion throats. You know, that the only thing the surface of any planet will do when the blood spills is drink it up and be glad that the plague of living things is gone. You know all of this, and yet still you will fight for it.” 
 
    “But, it’s not just people that will die. It’s everything, you crazy fuck. Even you,” Decker said. “You don’t know what will happen next. You really are crazy.” 
 
    “It is unknown,” Egil said. His voice was hard and flat. “Many fear the unknown. But I welcome it.” 
 
    Suddenly, with no forewarning, Egil tried to grab Decker’s mind. 
 
    Instinctively, as one who has touched a hot stove retracts their hand, Decker recoiled from the slippery grasping touch of Egil’s reptilian thoughts against his. 
 
    He pushed back as hard as he could. Dimly, in another place, he felt the sword glow with a blazing cold against his hip; a cold so intense it almost felt hot, somehow. 
 
    There was a brief and agonizing battle of wills, with Egil trying to drag him into the Cloud Sea, to consume him, to smother him. 
 
    “We all die, James Decker, even one such as you—especially one such as you!” Egil shrieked, his voice crashing around the inside of Decker’s consciousness like a tidal wave of broken chandeliers and shattered glass. 
 
    Distantly, the sword burned a fiercer ardent cold as Decker tried to struggle free. Then, with an abruptness that felt like something tearing inside of himself, he tugged hard enough and found himself plummeting. 
 
    When he came to, it was with a jolt that almost dislocated his back. He felt like he’d just fallen back into his empty body. 
 
    With a groan, he opened his eyes and found that he was surrounded by his crew—that was to say by Rosa, Craglin, and the symbiotes. 
 
    “Why’s my face stinging?” Decker asked through lips that were cracked and with a tongue that was desert dry. 
 
    “I might have walloped you,” Craglin admitted. “Twice.” 
 
    The faces surrounding him wore masks of concern. 
 
    Decker tried to sit up. It was only when he did that that he realized he was no longer leaning against the pillar he had started his Cloud Sea dive against. 
 
    “Why… Why are you all looking… so concerned,” he asked from the ground. He was shivering and sweating. An unpleasant combination. 
 
    “Probably because it’s not often that you see someone your size levitating,” Rosa said. 
 
    “Especially not for the last five and a half hours,” Craglin added casually. 
 
    Decker shot bolt upright. “Five and a half hours?” 
 
    Immediately, he wished he hadn’t got up so fast. Decker flopped backward, energy running out of him like water through a sieve. 
 
    “What have I missed?” he asked, but before he could listen to the answer, exhaustion closed over him like a velvet sack over his head and he blacked out. 
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    Decker awoke in the Farrago’s medical bay. Rosa Hawkes was sitting next to him in a fold out bracer seat. She was slumped over sideways, breathing heavily, fast asleep. While Decker’s full consciousness washed over him, and he regained some of his mental balance and composure, he watched the sleeping figure. 
 
    What did I do to deserve that kind of loyalty and care? he wondered. To have someone literally stay at my bedside? 
 
    While he watched the peaceful slumbering form of his medical officer and co-pilot, Decker surreptitiously tested his muscles and joints. Everything seemed to be in order. In fact, his body felt like it had been on a vacation. Considering the fact that he had felt like a mass of twinges for however long, he now felt completely twinge-less. 
 
    He sucked in a deep breath and closed his eyes. Even his mind felt good. It felt rested. The exhaustion that had shrouded it like a veil of cobwebs after he had come out of that meeting with Egil was gone. 
 
    Egil. 
 
    A rush of recollections and information poured back into Decker’s head, as if someone had pulled a bung on his memory. 
 
    Talk of the Cloud Sea being a soup of memories, consciousness, dreams, and souls of all the sentient creatures in the universe. 
 
    Egil telling him that he was some kind of reincarnated being… Some legend that the symbiotes had believed in for time immemorial. 
 
    That might account for those times when he’d apparently met someone for the first time, but in his heart he’d felt as if he’d met them before—but so could an excess of drink. 
 
    It was all just so fucking unbelievable—even in a life that was seemingly made up entirely of the improbable and impossible. 
 
    How could I have lived or existed, or whatever the hell that crazy fucker was talking about, and not remember it? Decker thought. How the hell is that possible? 
 
    He’d heard of a hermit race of people, called the Calara, who lived out on the edge of the system on some tiny world with neither spaceport or landing pads. They actually had no ships capable of interplanetary travel on their planet, Cal. 
 
    Decker had heard that this race, who minded their own business and carried on in the same manner they had lived for millennia uncounted, believed that for the first fifty days of a newborn’s life, the child was given dreams taken from the previous lives of those Calara that came before; journeys, winding paths, a thousand small lessons, instincts. Then, after the fifty days was up, the past was erased, leaving only a shadow of its teachings behind in the child’s mind. 
 
    It had always sounded far-fetched to Decker’s mind. Just one of the numerous interesting factoids on belief that one picked up on their journeys through the Myrmidon System. A legend. An old wives’ tale. 
 
    Decker was not starting to wonder just where the old wives heard these tales of theirs. Were they rooted in truth? Was the Cloud Sea—its origins, what it was made of, the function it provided—something that all races in the Myrmidon System had once known about? Was it something, a branch of knowledge, that had faded with the passing eons, until it was more myth than fact? 
 
    The bounty hunter propped himself up on his elbows, his weathered face drawn into a frown of concentration. He was beginning to see that those things that people labeled as myths and legends did not happen all at once. They did not pop into peoples’ collective consciousnesses formed all at once, like some kind of mental egg of belief that needed only a tap to hatch. They formed gradually. They were rolled between the hands of the passing years, flattened out and changed and molded by the millions of tongues that told the stories. 
 
    Until, one day that was thousands of years in the making, their edges were perfectly smooth. That day was the day when the telling and retelling of the tales had made them polished and slick enough to keep moving and changing on their own. 
 
    Was that what had happened with the knowledge of the Cloud Sea? Could I really be one of these souls that floats about forever? How can it be possible? 
 
    He asked himself that, about how such a thing could be possible, but he had become quite used to traveling around in what amounted to a living spaceship; a craft that could apparently alter its physical dimensions to accommodate an expanding crew. He had started to view the fact that he could goddamn heal himself with a thought, manipulate material objects with his mind, and move with lightning speed as normal. 
 
    None of that should have been possible. 
 
    But this… Decker ran a hand over his shaved head, back and forward, back and forward. Reincarnation is one of those things that, depending on your frame of mind and the kind of day you’re having, can either be a blessing or the worst curse of all. 
 
    “Cap? You’re awake?” 
 
    Decker turned. Rosa was wiping sleep from her eyes. 
 
    “Sorry, Hawkes,” Decker said. “I didn’t mean to wake you.” 
 
    “The sighs you were letting out made me think one of the nitrogen tanks had sprung a leak,” Rosa said. 
 
    She stretched her legs, and Decker heard her joints click. She sighed, then asked, “What were you thinking about?” 
 
    Decker gave her one of his half smiles. “Just going over some of the wacky shit that Egil told me in the Cloud Sea. Trying to sort dreams from reality—if that can be done.” 
 
    “You feeling all right?” Rosa asked. 
 
    Decker sat up and swung his legs over the edge of the gurney. Slowly and carefully, he rotated the arm that had taken the carbine rounds. To his surprise, he found it was as good as new. 
 
    “How long—?” he started to ask. 
 
    “Have you been out?” Rosa finished. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Rosa checked her omni-com. 
 
    “You’ve been in a chem-induced coma for six hours,” she said. “Four of them were in a narcoma chamber. That’s why your arm’s fixed up.” 
 
    Six hours. With the five or so hours he had reportedly been in the Cloud Sea, that meant that Decker had been out of the loop for almost a whole twelve hours. 
 
    His panic must have shown on his face because Rosa held up her hands with a stern look. 
 
    “Relax. We’re alive, aren’t we?” she said. 
 
    “We’re still on Dracone?” Decker asked. 
 
    “Yeah, of course.” 
 
    “Someone carried me back to the ship?” 
 
    “Not exactly,” Rosa told him. “Yasine helped me and Lorelei bring the ship up through a hidden entrance, secreted down a ravine in one of the old ice quarries, to the main base. We’re still in the Cistern Chapel.”               
 
    “But what about Egil?” Decker blurted. “What about all those zombies? What about—?” 
 
    Rosa stood up and clapped a hand over Decker’s mouth. 
 
    “Cap,” she said, “Just take a moment. Be logical. Do you think that we would have left you snoozing if the world was ending?” 
 
    Decker took another steadying breath. He had a lot of questions, but he knew that Rosa was right. If something astronomically bad had happened, or was happening, they would have woken him up. Or he would be dead. 
 
    He looked around and saw his beaten up old aviator’s jacket draped over a table usually reserved for medical implements. He stood, picked it up, and began to pull the familiar garment back on. Apart from the jacket, he was still dressed in his combat fatigues and blood-stained shock suit cuirass. 
 
    “I’ve got questions,” he said, when his jacket was on. 
 
    “Yeah, I bet,” Rosa said, getting to her feet too. “You’ve also got some answers that the rest of us are eager to hear. How about we head to the galley where everyone is waiting and have a cup of coffee?” 
 
    “That,” Decker said, “sounds like a fucking great idea, Hawkes.”  
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    They sat in the galley, the whole crew, and listened to Decker while he recounted what had gone down in the Cloud Sea with Egil. 
 
    “I still can’t believe I was in there for that long,” Decker said. “It felt like minutes, you know. Maybe an hour at the most. I was worried that my interaction with him was going to be too brief. That it wouldn’t buy you enough time.” 
 
    “No fears on that score, Decker,” Lux said. “When the second wave of his mindless creatures came down, there was a noticeable difference in their ability to infect our own allied fighters.” 
 
    “That’s correct,” Saavi said. “They were also, in my opinion, less capable and less ferocious. Less coordinated too.” 
 
    “Clearly, your conversation with Egil drew his attention and his will from those he had influenced and taken under his wing,” Hera said. 
 
    “What happened exactly while I was—” 
 
    “Floating around the Cistern Chapel like a bloody birthday balloon?” Craglin finished. 
 
    “Yeah,” Decker said. 
 
    “The second wave that Egil sent down was gratifyingly easy to deal with,” Yasine said. The white-haired mastermind of criminal activity on Dracone was lounging casually on top of one of the polycarbonate work stations. Her long legs were crossed. She was sipping from a steaming cup of some faintly amber liquid that Decker guessed was some green tea derivative. 
 
    “It was?” Decker asked. 
 
    Yasine nodded and took a dainty sip of her drink. 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “And from what you have told us of your interaction with Egil, I would hazard that you had a lot to do with that, James.” 
 
    “That would be my thought too,” Lorelei said. 
 
    “The assault was repelled with great success,” Yasine continued. “Hilda Briggs might personify the belief that self-serving biases and self-centered agendas are cotton jammed in the ears of our conscience—indeed, she might be the deafest person of all on that score—but the woman can certainly command.” 
 
    “The GWC did the business, did they?” Decker said, raising his eyebrows. “I’m surprised. I always wondered how they’d go in a real fight.” 
 
    “That is to say a fight that is dirty?” Yasine asked. 
 
    “That’s right,” Decker said. 
 
    “They acquitted themselves well,” Lorelei said. “I was able to watch the entire assault through the video feeds I now have access to. While they took on the shambling former denizens of this place in a more head-on fashion, those guerrilla fighters supplied by the heads of the Dracone guilds were able to use their knowledge of the base to circumnavigate them and take them in the flanks.” 
 
    A weight that had been pressing on Decker’s guts lifted. 
 
    “So, they were totally taken care of?” he asked, finding that he needed this spelled out to him and presented in black and white. 
 
    “If by ‘taken care of’ you mean completely eradicated, then yeah,” Craglin said. 
 
    “Good,” Decker said. “That’s good.” 
 
    They had, for the moment, disarmed Egil of the proverbial gun he’d been threatening Dracon with. That was a relief. 
 
    “Yes, it’s good, James,” Yasine said. “What’s not so good is the knowledge that Egil might yet have thousands more of those things to throw at us.” 
 
    “If he managed to capture most of those that fled the planet,” Lorelei said, “then he might very well have a force of some—according to my rough calculations—ten thousand at his disposal.” 
 
    Decker whistled through his teeth. 
 
    “And how many do we have to face against those numbers?” he asked. 
 
    “Perhaps eighteen-hundred,” Lorelei said. “It is hard to know for sure.” 
 
    “Five to one,” Decker muttered. “Only Croaker would look at that and think those were good odds.” 
 
    “Uh, Croaker’s the worst gambler we know, Cap,” Rosa said. 
 
    “Exactly.” Decker sighed. 
 
    “This makes what you have told us about your interaction with Egil all the more interesting, Decker,” Naara said. 
 
    Decker looked around. The youngest and least experienced of the symbiote women looked more assertive than ever. If he had not gotten to know her a little better, he might have thought that her confident tone was the same as it had always been. However, when she had first come aboard, there had been a touch of the over-compensatory facet to it; now she spoke with a belief in herself that she truly felt. 
 
    “How’s that?” Decker asked. 
 
    “Talking with the rest of my sisters, it has become clear to me that while Egil is obviously mad, he is, and never has been, stupid or simple.” 
 
    “Far from it,” Hera said. Out of all the symbiotes, she would know. She was the only one of them who had actually known the crazy bastard personally. 
 
    “If he believes that you are one of these floating souls, one of these consciousnesses that passes in and out of the Cloud Sea, then it might present us with an opportunity,” Naara continued. “It would also explain, surely, why the Balance Blade sang to you, as you described to us that it did.” 
 
    “Naara is right, Decker,” Lorelei said. “None of us heard that song, even if we felt the pull of the sword like the current of a river. None of us actually heard its call.” 
 
    Decker looked hard at Lorelei. Of all the symbiotes, he had come to trust her judgment above all else. It was probably because he had known her the longest. It was probably because she had shot straight with him from the first moment he had met her. 
 
    Feels like a look time ago now, something that happened to another man. 
 
    “Do you really think I could be one of these… souls, Lorelei?” he asked the slight blonde woman. “You’re my executive officer on this star-cruiser. I need you to be more honest with me than you have ever been.” 
 
    Lorelei gazed at him levelly. Her hair, the color of ripe corn under an evening sun, hung about her shoulders in smooth waves, framing her flawless oval face. She gazed at him, unblinking, from those captivating cobalt blue eyes of hers. 
 
    “Extraordinary claims require extraordinary evidence, James Decker,” she said to him. “And I think that we have such evidence.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” Decker countered. 
 
    “I would say that the simple remarkable fact that Egil did not kill you the instant he sensed you is evidence enough that he regards you with high esteem of a kind,” Lorelei replied. “He is wary, though I imagine he did not show it.” 
 
    “Wary?” Decker said, surprised. 
 
    “Come on, James darling,” Yasine said. “You know how these things go, surely. It is the sign of a smart adversary. Any moronic killer can murder an enemy on a whim, but the ones you really have to worry about are those who pause before they slip the laz-blade home. This Egil, although I have not met him, sounds like one of these kinds of antagonists.”   
 
    “That he is,” Hera said. “As we have vouchsafed to you before, Captain Decker, Egil was one of our peoples’ most brilliant minds. A pioneer who was dragged into darkness. He had the knowledge-based spirit of our people, only tenfold; the holding off, the being sure but not too sure, the willingness to surrender ideas when the evidence was against them—until he fell and changed.” 
 
    “Such a mind is ultimately a fine thing, if it stays in the light and follows the righteous path,” Saavi said. “It always keeps the way beyond, the future, open. Such intellectual prowess is supposed to be a means of giving life, of keeping hope alive, thought burning. But such minds are also supposed to give folk a chance to try again after a mistake or a wrong guess, and this is where Egil refused to see reason and lost his way.” 
 
    “But still, he was astute,” Apricis said. “If he thought that it was worth talking to you, probing your mind, rather than just terminating your existence…” 
 
    “I reckon I can put this into terms you might more fully comprehend, mate,” Craglin said unexpectedly. 
 
    “Go on, then,” Decker said. 
 
    “You’re an anomaly to this prick, Egil.” 
 
    “Wow,” Rosa said. “And the Renkiddion does it again.” 
 
    Decker smiled as Craglin put up his hands. 
 
    “Give me a sec, love, give me a sec,” the little genius said. “You see, Decker mate, all through the long history of the Myrmidon System, and I’m talking of the ancient ones back before the dark days of interstellar travel, fusion drives, and all the rest of it too, there have been blokes and ladies susceptible to letting power turn their heads. These people invariably muck things up and learn the hard truth about how the people who cheer for you at your ascension will be the same people handing out the snacks at your execution.” 
 
    “What’re you getting at, Craglin?” Decker asked. 
 
    Craglin waved his hands vaguely around his bearded head. “I’m getting at… I’m getting at… I’m trying to tell you that ever since a bunch of people convinced another bunch of people that there was an invisible bloke in the sky, or a series of god-like entities living behind the stars, who created the universe, there have been people that stumbled across the potential power that you’ve got at your fingertips.” 
 
    “And?” Rosa asked. 
 
    “And, well, people being the cussed creatures they bloody well are, they’re happy to believe in that power and the stories of gods and the like,” Craglin said. “But if you tell those same people that the paint is wet or the welded panel is still hot, they have to touch it to be sure.” 
 
    Decker raised his eyebrows. 
 
    “I’m saying that people are always the same, for fuck sake!” Craglin huffed. “They can be trusted to ruin things when they get hold of proper power as assuredly as day turns to night. But, not you, mate.” 
 
    “The Renkiddion is right,” Orla said. “Your aversion to believe in your own worthiness for anything, James Decker, is what makes you so worthy to wield the Balance Blade.” 
 
    “Egil can feel this,” Lorelei said. “And I suspect he is not sure what to make of it. He does not guess that you have the fabled weapon, and so he is wondering whether this nameless power that he can feel you’re carrying, but not identify, is something he can turn to help him at his own devices.” 
 
    “Boy, is that fella in for the revelation of the century when you ram that sword right up his—” Craglin began. 
 
    “All right, all right,” Decker said, holding up a warning finger to the Renkiddion. 
 
    Craglin smiled his tombstone smile. “I’ll say something,” he continued relentlessly, “and you don’t have to worry because it hasn’t got anything to do with things disappearing up certain orifices.” 
 
    “What is it?” Decker asked. Half his brain was still trying to come to terms with the notion that he might be some kind of secret symbiote weapon. It was a weird thought, especially because he still felt exactly the same as he always had done. He might have been willing to admit that he was a little less cynical than he had been six months earlier, but that was about it. 
 
    “Ever since you slipped into your granddaddy nap, I’ve been eagerly waiting to share a wee revelation of my own,” Craglin said. 
 
    “Well get to it, man,” Decker said. “Who knows how long a reprieve Egil is going to grant us before he sends down another wave of those damn zombie things of his.” 
 
    Craglin beamed the wider. “Yes, sir!” he said, throwing up his thick arm in something that was either the most elaborate salute Decker had ever seen or some kind of muscular spasm. “Just wanted to tell you that I’ve figured out how to integrate the symbiote tech from the Farrago into the Dracone defense array.” 
 
    This was news to Decker and, what was more, of the uplifting variety. 
 
    “You have?” he asked. “Tell me—” 
 
    “Easier if I show you, mate,” Craglin said. 
 
    He motioned for Decker to follow him. Decker did so, along with the other symbiotes, Rosa, and Yasine. It was easier navigating through the star-cruiser than it had ever been before. There was no mistaking it, the living starship had broadened its halls by at least twelve inches in width and half as much in height, making it less cramped. 
 
    And once more the impossible is accepted as possible, he thought as he followed Craglin into the main control deck. The ship is bigger, and that’s a fact. Facts are stubborn things. Whatever we think we might know, or what we might wish to believe, our inclinations or the dictates of our clever little minds cannot alter the state of the facts presented to our eyes. 
 
    Craglin took them to the end of one of the far workstations, to the crumb covered, drink stained place where he did a lot of his work. The Renkiddion hopped up into the bracer seat in front of the display, made a series of elaborate swiping gestures in the air, and pulled up a screen. Unreadable data jargon scrolled in a seemingly never-ending parade down the screen. 
 
    “Now, this gobbledygook is how the Dracone combat information center system read the symbiote data when I fed it into the central computers,” the Renkiddion said, all business. “As you can see, this demonstrates how their computers just couldn’t make heads nor tails of the symbiote data.” 
 
    Decker couldn’t see, but he was happy to take Craglin’s word for it. 
 
    “It was essentially unreadable code, with no parameters, no commands. Basically, the human gear couldn’t handle the intricacy of the symbiote code—potential disaster, right? Now, I had a little fiddle around and with the help of these lovely ladies around us, Captain Decker”—Craglin somehow managed to motioned at the symbiotes using only an eyebrow—”and I ran the code through a few of my own personal interfaces along with the Farrago’s main computer.” 
 
    “Right,” Decker said. He had no idea what the Renkiddion was on about, but hoped he’d get to the point soon. 
 
    “The defense programs and protocols on Dracone are, frankly, an absolute fucking joke,” Craglin said. “My bloody niece would be through those firewalls in a matter of minutes and she’s knee high to a grasshopper.” 
 
    “They’re the best defense arrays that humans are capable of putting together without the funding of intergalactic agencies,” Yasine said, her voice terse. 
 
    “Shit, are they?” Craglin said. “You need to hire me then, darl. I’ll get ‘em up to snuff. The systems in those telemetry towers are all fine and dandy if you want to run your bog-standard orbital scanning programs, do maintenance reviews, supervise damage control and all that basic shit, but they just didn’t have the juice to deal with the semi-sentient code that the Farrago has locked away.” 
 
    “So, what the hell did you do, short-ass?” Rosa asked. “And try to keep it simple, will you?” 
 
    Craglin’s eyebrows went up like a couple of hairy caterpillars in a trampolining contest. “I was keeping it simple,” he said. He looked at the symbiotes. “Wasn’t I?” 
 
    Decker sighed. 
 
    “Fuck, all right,” Craglin said. “To cut an already depressingly docked story even shorter, I discovered that if I ran the code through my own body to the defense arrays in the telemetry stations…” 
 
    He waved his hand. The manically scrolling data suddenly calmed. It began running in smooth linear waves. Decker still hadn’t a clue what any of the digits or symbols meant, but the result was a lot more reassuring to look at all the same. 
 
    Decker found himself wondering out loud just how the hell the Renkiddion could possibly have discovered this. 
 
    Craglin shrugged nonchalantly, though Decker could tell when a man had quietly delighted himself by surprising himself. 
 
    “A piece of brain tissue the size of a grain of sand contains one-hundred thousand neurons and one billion synapses, mate,” he explained. “You got any idea how much computing power that translates to?” He tapped his thick skull with a meaty finger. “This little puppy’s packing at least one petabyte of storage capacity and is capable of making up to ten-thousand trillion calculations per second—when not marinating in alcohol, obviously.” 
 
    Lorelei stepped forward and put her hand companionably on Craglin’s shoulder. She had to stoop a little to do it, Decker noticed. “I must admit that when our friend here realized that his brain was the perfect link to connect the symbiote data to Dracone’s defense systems, I was stunned. It was… an inspired leap of thought.” 
 
    Craglin patted Lorelei’s hand and then said in a gruff voice, “Yeah, it was a bit of a brainwave, I admit.” 
 
    “What was just as extraordinary though, was how he suddenly knew how to make the symbiote tech,” Apricis said. 
 
    Decker stared at the Renkiddion. 
 
    “You can make symbiote-flavored gear?” he asked in amazement. 
 
    “I’ve had a dabble yeah,” Craglin said. “When I linked my brain to the Farrago, it was a two way connection, you know. I became a conduit.” 
 
    Craglin’s eyes went unusually serious. 
 
    “I had my bloody eyes opened, mate—more dangerous than that, I had my mind opened. Some of the stuff this lot knows… It’s…” 
 
    To Decker’s amazement, the little figure wiped a tear away with his oil-stained thumb and sniffed loudly. He turned hurriedly away and wrenched open a small storage locker behind him. He then thrust something into Decker’s arms. 
 
    “I was havin’ a tinker,” he said thickly as he wrestled with his emotions. “Made a little demonstration working mock-up while you were snoozing.” 
 
    Decker turned the thing over in his hands. It was a firearm with the same basic shape you’d expect a gun to have. What stuck out was that its shape was squarer than any conventional firearm he had ever seen however, wrapping around his fist with only the widest and stubbiest protuberance at one end to hint at a barrel. 
 
    “What is it?” Decker asked. 
 
    “Makeshift plasma blaster,” Craglin said. “Converts the energy from a modified coilgun battery pack into raw energy rounds. She’s a bit rough, but she does work. I’ve got a few melted holes in the engineering bay that’ll attest to that.” 
 
    Decker was impressed. He handed the weapon back to the Renkiddion. 
 
    “Can you make other stuff?” he asked. 
 
    Craglin scoffed. “Mate, this is the work of a few fuckin’ hours. You give me a month, a fully equipped lab, and a crate of proper whisky, and you’ll be packing the kind of arsenal others could only dream of.” 
 
    The little figure frowned and then looked sheepishly up at Lorelei, who still had her hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “Honestly though, I’d speculate that the real possibilities of this kind of tech is…” He paused. 
 
    “Go on,” Decker said. “Don’t get all bashful on me now.” 
 
    Craglin met the captain’s strange blueish-green eyes. “In truth, mate, I hope to develop the tech enough to be able to store memories from a sentient being and use them to program a computer system.” 
 
    “Artificial intelligence?” Decker asked. 
 
    “I think it’d be more like… straight intelligence,” Craglin said. 
 
    The group talked for a while longer, catching Decker up on the estimated casualties the allied forces had taken, what the turning rate of the strange mind sickness that Egil’s zombies infected those they contaminated with was, and how long the base might expect to hold out. 
 
    None of it made for great bedtime reading, or listening as the case was. 
 
    At the end of the impromptu meeting, Lux said, “Other upgrades t-t-to Dracone have been going well, too, Decker.” 
 
    “Other upgrades?” Decker asked. 
 
    “The army has new armor—eclectic amalgamations composed of a mixture of underworld-sourced equipment, GWC equipment, and symbiote tech upgrades,” Lorelei said. 
 
    “You let Briggs have symbiote tech?” Decker asked. His tone was all undisguised aghast surprise. 
 
    “It is quite impossible for her to hack or copy, I assure you,” Lorelei said. “If we survive the coming trials, I will be able to rid all of their systems of every last trace of it.” 
 
    “We thought that arming everyone as well as we were able was a smart move, Cap,” Rosa said. “No point hoarding advantages if we all end up as corpses, is there?” 
 
    Decker had to admit that she was right. The thought of Briggs having access to symbiote technology though, even if it was just temporarily, rubbed him like a blister on his soul. 
 
    “At least she can be trusted in a way,” he muttered. 
 
    “What way is that, Cap?” Rosa asked. 
 
    “To look out for herself and the GWC,” Decker said. 
 
    “I’ll keep an extra special eye on her,” Rosa assured him. 
 
    Decker nodded. “Yeah, I think that’s wise, especially if we win through this thing. If it looks like we’re going to dig ourselves out of this hole, then that’s the moment that someone like Hilda Briggs will make her move.” 
 
    “She’s wanted control of, or a stake in, Dracone for a long time,” Yasine said. “I have seen her stalking about the place in her little white cloak. She smells opportunity.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Decker agreed, “and the thing about opportunities is that they’ll come and go, but Briggs knows if you do nothing about them, so will you.” 
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    Later, while they waited for Egil to make his next move, Decker found himself in the armory when the door opened and Orla walked in. 
 
    “Orla, what’s up?” he asked. 
 
    The symbiote glanced upward at the ceiling, frowned, and then looked back at Decker. 
 
    He cursed internally. As clever as the symbiotes were, they had real trouble when it came to certain nuances of human colloquialisms. 
 
    “It’s a way of asking how you are,” Decker explained. 
 
    “Oh, I see,” Orla said. She turned up at the ceiling once more and then gave her head a little shake. 
 
    “Just wait until someone tells you that you can’t have your cake and eat it too,” Decker said before he could stop himself. “Or when someone wishes you good luck by telling you to break a leg. That’s when things get really confusing.” 
 
    Orla supplied him a curious smile. “I would love to go into the subtleties of the baffling science of human linguistics,” she said, “but I’m afraid such things must wait.” 
 
    “That’s all right,” Decker grunted. “I’m pretty much tapped out of confusing shit that humans say to one another, anyway.” 
 
    Orla looked at the row of spacer carbines that Decker had been meticulously stripping, checking, and reassembling. It was a pointless exercise, as the living starship maintained all the equipment within the armory automatically. Still, it passed the time and made Decker feel calmer. 
 
    “I came to find you because—” Orla started. 
 
    “Quitting cold turkey,” Decker suddenly blurted. “That’s another one that doesn’t make a bit of sense.” 
 
    He caught Orla staring at him. 
 
    “Sorry. Carry on,” he said. 
 
    “I wanted to find you because I wanted to be proactive in telling you about my powers, James Decker.” 
 
    “Okay,” Decker said as he started to secure the spacer carbines back in their magnetic rack. 
 
    Orla raised her chin. “I wanted to let you know what I am capable of, being the symbiote entrusted with the knowledge that my people had of time,” she continued, “because soon you will have such abilities.” 
 
    Decker paused for only a fraction of a second as these words landed in his head and rattled amongst his neurons. 
 
    “I see,” he said, trying not to let his thoughts show on his face. 
 
    Orla sat on a nearby crate of railgun rounds. 
 
    “I also wanted to let you know that I know, without a shadow of a doubt, that you are the legendary figure that Egil thinks you to be.” 
 
    “How—?” 
 
    “I can feel the progression of sentients through time, Decker,” Orla said. “The feeling is entirely impossible to describe adequately, but it amounts to me being able to see, almost in color, the waveform of an individual’s timeline.” 
 
    Decker kept quiet and continued to load the spacer carbines into their rack. 
 
    “Most sentients have a straight line from birth to death, you see, Decker, time being mostly linear. But you, Decker—your soul, if you like—isn’t a straight line.” 
 
    “It’s not?”  
 
    Orla shook her head. “It’s a circle of brightest blue—a color I link with the infinite.” 
 
    Decker fastened the rifle in his hand back into its magnet slot. 
 
    “Okay,” he said, with his trademark coolness. “I’m not going to pretend to understand that, but I trust you. What are your other abilities, if I may ask? I saw you fight. I saw you age, if that’s the right word, some of our enemies. Impressive stuff. You can’t time travel and the like too, can you? It’s just that there was this time in a bar when this Euratan mercenary asked me back to her place and I just froze up and—” 
 
    Orla chuckled. It was a nice sound. A warm sound. 
 
    “Unfortunately I can only slightly slow or increase the flow of time broadly, or else alter it more drastically within reduced parameters, as you saw me do with those automatons,” she said. “I cannot turn it back.” 
 
    Decker snapped his fingers. “That’s too bad,” he said. “I suppose that explains why there aren’t shitloads of tourists from the future roaming about the joint. Not to mention if you could have done that, you would have gone back and shot Egil in his fucking face while he was sleeping, right?” 
 
    Orla fixed Decker with another look. 
 
    “Or, you know, assassinated him in a more classy and refined way,” Decker amended. 
 
    Orla grinned again. 
 
    “Can you show me?” Decker asked. 
 
    “Of course,” Orla said. She scanned the room and then picked up a small screw from the toolbox Decker had been using to strip his weapons. She held it up to show him, then tossed it into the air. The screw reached the zenith of its flight, but when it started its descent, it suddenly stopped in the air. 
 
    No, not stopped, Decker realized, looking closely. Not entirely. 
 
    “This is a demonstration of the effect I can have on the passage of a physical object moving through the river of time,” Orla explained. “The small object itself has not ceased to fall, but it has ceased to fall through the same time as we are occupying. The screw is suspended in time, you see.” 
 
    “I see,” Decker said, “but this time talk is so far over my head it’s almost coming back around to kick me in the ass.” 
 
    Orla smiled. In front of them the screw continued its ultra slow-motion tumble. 
 
    “I can use my ability to prevent this screw from decaying,” she said, “or drop it into an accelerated time line and speed up the process, as I did with the automatons.” 
 
    Decker nodded slowly. 
 
    “Okay, I don’t really get it, but I sort of get it,” he said. “But that’s with objects—the automatons were just animated objects. What is the effect of this ability on sentient beings?” 
 
    Orla cocked her head, and the screw dropped into her hand. 
 
    “The principle is the same,” she said, “and the effect is no different than with an object.” 
 
    “You can kill with it?” Decker asked. 
 
    Orla nodded. “Is it quite grisly,” she said without emotion. 
 
    Decker bet it was. Seeing someone age a hundred years in a second was something you’d be revisiting in your nightmares. 
 
    “I can remove a sentient being from the overall flow of time,” Orla continued, “allowing them much needed time to do something in time-sensitive situations, if such a thing is required.” 
 
    Decker speculated on the use of this ability. It was making his eyes water, all this talk of time altering, but he didn’t doubt such skills would come in handy. 
 
    Without him knowing quite how she’d done it, Orla was suddenly standing right in front of him. 
 
    “Hey, was that…?”he started to say. 
 
    Orla chuckled softly and raised her hand to his chest. Slowly, shyly, she moved it upward to his neck and then his face. 
 
    “Why are you doing this?” Decker asked softly as Orla stroked her fingers along his cheek, which was prickly with stubble. “Why have you sought me out right now?” 
 
    “Time,” the symbiote replied, her eyes moving languidly over Decker’s countenance, “is not something we have much of now.” 
 
    Decker reached out and placed a hand on the slight woman’s hip, drawing her closer even as she stepped toward his touch. 
 
    “It is imperative that we all do all we can,” Orla said. “I want to be helpful. The time symbiotes have always felt a little removed from the others, because our powers are so peculiar—even among our kind.” 
 
    “I guess that’s somewhat understandable,” Decker said. His other hand caressed Orla’s waist. “So far as us humans are concerned though, you’re all pretty goddamn out there.” 
 
    Orla smiled, stepping a half-stride closer so that her hair tickled Decker’s chin. 
 
    “Time symbiotes also don’t often bond with other sentients,” she said, “because most sentients find possessing our abilities unnerving.” 
 
    Sadness weighed in her voice as she said that. 
 
    Decker raised the woman’s head, his callused, slightly bent finger pressing under her chin. 
 
    “I’ve never possessed the good sense that nature bestows on most creatures, luckily for you,” he said. 
 
    Orla smiled and bit her lip. They were very close. 
 
    “And that means, I’m not afraid of finding your abilities a bit… unnerving,” Decker said. “After all, after the adventures we’ve had over the past however many months, anything that qualifies as unnerving is basically a vacation.” 
 
    They came together, melding into one another’s arms, with the gentleness of a sigh. Decker’s hands were tender but firm. The symbiote moved like a shadow beneath his questing palms, responding to every pressure he applied and responding in kind. 
 
    “There is something wonderfully dirty-feeling about this—grimy,” Orla whispered. “Is that normal with human coupling?” 
 
    “Only when it’s being done right,” Decker replied in a hoarse whisper of his own. 
 
    Heads bobbed, lips and hands and fingers fluttered as clothes were quickly shed like skins under the dim lights that illuminated the armory. There were no soft places here. It was a space of hard lines and rounded, but unforgiving, corners. 
 
    If Decker had been looking for a way in which to make the time fly, then sex trumped cleaning guns by a comfortable margin. In a world, in a situation, where everyone was looking for reasons as to why Egil was doing what he was doing, or looking for reasons to live or reasons to kill, reasons to stand and fight or reasons to flee, this intimate moment encapsulated Decker and Orla away from all of it. 
 
    Even if it was just for a little while, sex was impervious to reason. The simple biological needs of the bounty hunter and the symbiote thumbed its nose at the power of all those involved in this fight for the future of the universe. Reason could go hang. All that mattered right there and then, in the armory of the star-cruiser Farrago, was the space that existed between Decker and Orla and how they meant to go about making that space as small as possible. 
 
    Decker wasn’t much of a philosopher. He didn’t count himself amongst the very wise—he didn’t reckon he would have become a bounty hunter if he’d had the wisdom granted to an oyster. But, he did believe in the basic psychology that a being’s sexual choice was the result and sum of their fundamental convictions. 
 
    In some instances, in some of his lower moments back in his youth, when visiting the occasional seedy brothel on some far-flung planet, he’d come to the conclusion that what a person finds sexually attractive might very well tell you their entire philosophy on life. Taking into account the borderline cut throat and pirate he had been in his darkest days, this might not have been saying much good about him, or the whores he had bedded. 
 
    Nowadays though, Decker believed more firmly that the women he had slept with, in some better and more affirmative and exemplary way, told the story of the fresh valuation he had set for  himself. 
 
    Orla pressed her lips, hard and clumsy, against Decker’s. She followed by pressing her lithe, delicate-looking naked form hard against him too. 
 
    Decker grunted. The blunted edge of something hard jabbed him mercilessly in the buttock. He ignored it and adjusted his position, trying to make sure he didn’t trip over a crate of ammunition or a carelessly placed piece of equipment as the pair of them groped their way further into the dimness of the dimly lit armory. 
 
    Around them, sounding on the very edge of hearing, comforting and constant as the breath of some great leviathan, the Farrago’s reactor hummed away. Blocks of shadow were formed in the further recesses of the armory, cast by the towers of supply crates. Orla’s inexorable advance into Decker’s flesh pushed him into these shadows. 
 
    No matter what a being’s natural inclination about the virtue of selflessness was, sex was one of those glorious, almost biologically and inherently selfish acts that stripped away all pretenses. 
 
    They kissed in the dark. Lips wandering from mouth to chest to shoulder to neck. Their arms entwined around one another, and they pulled each other’s bodies closer and closer to one another. Crushing. Pulling. Pressing. There was a fierce desperation in it, as if that coupling might be the last intense physical contact either of them ever got to enjoy. 
 
    It might very well be, Decker thought, and then shut the thought out. 
 
    There was nothing to be gained thinking shit like that. By that logic, by that reasoning, he might not wake up the next morning. There were some things you couldn’t control, but he could control this. 
 
    He could control this time. What was more, he didn’t need Orla’s abilities to do it. 
 
    It was an act, a dance, which Decker, being the no bullshit straight-shooting son of a bitch that he was, could not perform for any motive but his own enjoyment and the hopeful enjoyment of his partner. 
 
    Orla’s hands clasped Decker’s face and pulled him away from where he had been nuzzling her neck and enjoying the soft feel of the skin of her abdomen against his. 
 
    “I want you,” she said, her tone raw and her entrancing eyes bright even in the dark. “With you—this—it feels like what we are creating is pure emotion in motion.” 
 
    Decker smiled his lopsided smile. 
 
    “Emotion in emotion,” he said. “I like that. I’ll have to get Craglin to print that on a flight suit.” 
 
    They glued together once more, melding like oil and water; touching, becoming one, but staying as two distinct entities at the same time. Such was the act of their fucking: a performance in which it was not possible to show self-abasement, it was only an example of self-exultation; fast and furious, with hands and fingers and tongues probing. Hot flesh. Running sweat. 
 
    The comfortableness they felt with one another burgeoned. The confidence of where each of them put their hands next grew, as they felt their desire for the other person reciprocated, and they both realized that they were beings well worthy of that desire. 
 
    “Being with you is as the others said,” Orla gasped, as her hand slid around Decker’s ass so that she could grasp his cock. “It’s like… stand naked in spirit, as well… as in the flesh.” 
 
    Decker thought that was a little deep, so far as describing anything he was involved with went, but he didn’t say anything. He didn’t want to spoil the moment. He didn’t want to break the spell. He really didn’t want Orla’s hand to stop what it was currently doing. 
 
    There was a hint of tongue, a soft clacking of teeth on teeth, when next they pressed together and kissed. Deeper now. More filled with lust and fire. 
 
    Decker’s hands slipped around Orla’s slim waist. They migrated their way down, inch by precious inch, admiring the rise of her hips, the line of her stomach, the indentation of her navel, until he pushed backward and took twin handfuls of her tight symbiote backside. 
 
    Orla’s hand, the one that was not busy massaging Decker to a hardness that would have rivaled a diamond, snaked around his brawny shoulders and grasped him by the back of the neck. She pressed her face against his, even as she pulled herself up his body. She crushed her soft, eager lips against his own, as she shimmied up his muscular waist like she was climbing a palm tree. 
 
    Decker turned and set the symbiote down on a crate that had been pressing into the back of his thighs. Orla moaned and bit down on his bottom lip, pulling back on it with barely controlled savagery as Decker forced her legs open. 
 
    “Now,” was all she said. “Now.” 
 
    Deckers fingers felt like they were two sizes too big. He ran them excitedly down the inside of the silken thighs. He was aware, perhaps because he was sharing this tight space, that there was little time for indulging in foreplay, as much as it galled him. 
 
    Orla’s hand was hard at work, clumsily stroking the bounty hunter’s iron-hard rod. Her hand was small, giving Decker that ego-boosting feeling of being even more endowed than he was. Up and down it went, up and down, pausing in the stroking of his prick only so that she could cup his nuts and squeeze them every now and again. 
 
    Decker groaned and tensed a little every time the symbiote did this. She seemed to like it, holding the captain in the palm of her hand, so to speak. 
 
    “You’re ready, are you not, Decker?” Orla asked through gritted teeth. There was a pleading note to her voice. 
 
    “Almost,” Decker said. 
 
    In all honesty, he was more than ready, but hearing that imploring note in the petite woman’s voice made him want to get her as close to the edge of ecstasy before he plunged into her. 
 
    Decker reached down and began rubbing at Orla’s moist lips. As he suspected, her cleft was wet as anything, her clit a swollen nub of nerves. She quivered and cried out as soon as he touched her, her hand squeezing at his cock as she moaned and twitched. 
 
    They toyed with one another for a while, hands roaming. Decker’s prick slid in and out of Orla’s sweaty grasp, as his fingers slid in and out of her soaking slit. Every gesture, every smooth stroke, every feathered touch, every smoldering bit of eye contact, and every last fraction of each other’s waiting bodies held a secret that was brought forth only at the precisely correct time. As a reward, before the big reward, Decker and Orla managed to do what good sex is all about: bringing happiness to the person who was able to wake it in you. 
 
    Without quite knowing when he made the decision, Decker found the tip of his cock pressing hard up against the entrance to Orla’s pussy. They writhed, caught in that ultimate sweet spot, the energetic crucible where the propellant met the reactor. Time stretched. 
 
    Decker wasn’t conceited enough to think that he knew a shitload of sexy tricks to pass on to Orla, but he tried to share the idea with the symbiote of time that, in spite of sex being a pretty selfish function, a person couldn’t take real pleasure without giving it too. 
 
    Breath rasping in his throat, Decker took the symbiote by her ankles and gently maneuvered them so that her toes were pointing at the shadowy ceiling of the armory. 
 
    Orla was just staring at him. Her eyes spoke more plainly and clearly to him than any words she might have chosen to use. 
 
    Yes, they said. Hurry now. Do it. Please. 
 
    Suddenly impatient, burning with a fire that nothing but penetration and the ensuing climax could extinguish, Decker rubbed his dick up and down against Orla’s opening, coating it nicely in the symbiote’s womanly juices. Then, with as much gusto and strength as he thought Orla’s eyes were telling him she wanted, Decker thrust into the symbiote. He plunged into her with abandon, sinking himself all the way into her until his pelvis thudded into hers. 
 
    The feeling was incredible—world stopping. 
 
    But only for a single, shuddering breath. 
 
    In the next moment, Decker pulled out with a frantic speed, suddenly pawing at the metaphorical dirt to fuck the living daylights out of this exquisite woman. 
 
    Orla’s prolonged cry of pleasure—a noise that could barely even be categorized as conscious sound, but was more like the vocal release of some creature of the woods and wilds— had barely left her throat when Decker repeated his first action. 
 
    Decker had not realized just how much tension had been building up until he started ratcheting it up further. His cock twitched with anticipation even as he plunged it back inside the symbiote. 
 
    Orla swallowed loudly. Her thin, white, braided dreadlocks fell over her face. She looked like she had left the realm of care for a while. She looked like one who had surrendered her body and mind over to enjoying some new and fantastic sensation. She released another wordless cry of rapture as Decker slid all the way out of her. 
 
    “No,” she moaned without opening her eyes. “No!” 
 
    Her hand reached blindly out for Decker’s cock, found it, and pulled him back toward her. 
 
    Decker’s balls slapped against the symbiote’s asscrack, which was slick with her running wetness, as he stabbed once more into her. 
 
    Again. 
 
    And again. 
 
    And again, the soft wet squelches and slaps of sex filled the quiet of the armory. There was the soft hiss of an atmos-door sliding open and closed from somewhere nearby. 
 
    Down the corridor, maybe? Decker didn’t know. Decker didn’t care. His blood thrummed in his ears, singing a song only he could hear, as he plunged his stiff pole into the symbiote over and over again. 
 
    Decker grunted. He was nothing more than a beast, ravening after one thing and one thing only. He was a hunter, hunting for the enfolding redness that lay at the end of this path. He could feel saliva speckling his stubble-covered chin. He let go of Orla’s ankles, but she kept her legs pointing upward, though they spread wider so that Decker could push even further into her. 
 
    Decker’s hands reached forward as his back bowed a little. He grasped her perfect breasts in his big hands. He squeezed them with all the finesse of a horny teenager, pinched the nipples between finger and thumb. 
 
    The wet sucking noises, as his manhood slid in and out of Orla’s wonderfully tight pussy, grew faster and faster. He was panting, he knew it. Panting like a goddamn dog. He didn’t care though. He had no brain capacity left to worry about shit like that. Besides, Orla was panting too. 
 
    She was making soft little grunting sounds. The breath hissing between her clenched teeth as she neared the point of no return, as Decker pushed her closer to the edge—and himself along with her. 
 
    “No,” Orla said, her words coming out faint and muffled due to the fact she was biting her bottom lip. 
 
    “No?” Decker asked. 
 
    “No, I mean, yes!” Orla cried, her body shuddering.  
 
    She let out a guttural, desperate, whining exhalation of breath. Her body tensed right up, the muscles in her shoulders etched with shadows like pencil shadings. Her pearly white teeth were bared in her burnt caramel face. Her eyes finally opened, but they were unfocused, staring up at the solid metal of the armory ceiling as if she could suddenly see through the Farrago’s skin and was looking into the heart of the void. 
 
    “Yes… keep going, and no don’t stop!” she moaned. 
 
    As if it had been waiting for this oral cue, Decker’s body gave up the fight. 
 
    With a stuttering, wheezing cry of utter contentment, the big bounty hunter came with the force of magnetohydrodynamic generator blowing. He grabbed hold of Orla’s legs, more to steady himself and stop himself falling over than anything, like a man trying to cling to life inside of a breached airlock. Spasmodically, he bucked into her a couple of times more. 
 
    “Yes,” Orla cried, or it might have been him. It was hard to differentiate. 
 
    Decker felt his seed flood into the symbiote, jolt after electrifying jolt of it. He juddered and shook, his soaring mind reentering the atmosphere of the reality that the two of them had left together. 
 
    Under him, Orla shook. Her arms hung limp, her erect nipples stood stiff. 
 
    Slowly, Decker dropped to his knees, pulling the symbiote with him. The floor was as unyielding as only the decking of a star-cruiser could be, but they didn’t mind. 
 
    For a while, the pair of them just lay and stared up at the utilitarian ceiling of the armory. 
 
    “All the symbiote propensities that have been shared with you through the intimacy of coupling,” Orla said, propping herself up on one elbow and tracing the line of Decker’s muscular pectoral, “they all come with a weighty responsibility. You know this, of course.” 
 
    “Of course,” Decker said. He was trying to keep the sleepy and somewhat moronic post-sex dopey note from his voice, but he’d always been at his most vulnerable in these moments. After shooting his wad, he was, perhaps more than ever he was, more himself than he ever allowed the rest of the outside world to see. 
 
    Women got to see the true James Decker, the man behind the gruff and jaundiced bounty hunting veneer, but only briefly and only one at a time—unless he was very lucky indeed. 
 
    He cleared his throat when Orla continued to eye him with something that might have been dubiety. 
 
    “I know,” he said, opening his eyes a fraction wider. “I understand. You can’t just be throwing around telekinetic powers willy-nilly. Not if you want to keep your brain in your own skull and out of some laboratory jar.” 
 
    Orla laughed softly. Her hand skimmed down the ridges of Decker’s abdominals. She paused, tracing one of the myriad white scars, her forefinger bumping up and down over the raised flesh. 
 
    “Yes, moderation in the use of such skills will do wonders for your self-preservation in a society as immoral and base as the human one,” she said. “But an understanding of what these abilities have done to you is also pivotal for another reason—it will stop you turning to the dark path.” 
 
    “The dark path?” Decker asked, reaching out to twist one of the symbiote’s thin braided dreadlocks around a finger. 
 
    “It is the way that Egil pursued,” Orla said. “It is a beguiling and intoxicating path, filled with endless possibilities and opportunities, because it is free from any question of what is right and what is wrong.” 
 
    “Sounds like a lot of work and stress to me,” Decker said. “Just give me a starship, a year’s worth of provisions—or, better yet, one of those food fabricators—and an empty sector to explore.” 
 
    Orla smiled. “Just the response I was looking for.” 
 
    “And what have these new abilities done to me?” Decker asked. 
 
    One of Orla’s shapely eyebrows moved up toward her hairline. 
 
    “They’ve made you into one of the most versatile and powerful walking weapons in the Myrmidon System, James Decker,” she said. 
 
    Decker let out a strangled little breath as he lay back. He caressed his hand unthinkingly up and down the symbiote’s silky back. 
 
    “Lot of responsibility,” he said, after a moment. “I see what you mean. A lot of responsibility. I think I understand.” 
 
    Orla lay her head on his chest. 
 
    “I hope you do, James Decker,” she said. “For it might be easier than you think for understanding to morph into misunderstanding. It happened with Egil. He understood the touch and potential of so much power—understood it too well. It altered him. With no commitments and no responsibilities assumed, no particular goals set, no express expectations met, no common values and concerns shared, he unraveled. He stopped controlling his powers.” 
 
    “And they started controlling him,” Decker guessed. 
 
    “Yes,” Orla said. “What started as a mutual understanding between himself and a collection of our elders, to press into the mysteries of the universe so long as it was safe to do so, against all odds and in the face of so many good intentions, ended up in heartache, confusion, and disaster.” 
 
    Decker found the hazel eyes, flecked with green, that were fixed on his face. 
 
    “I get you,” he said, injecting each syllable with as much sincerity as he could muster given the circumstances. “I’m a captain. Been a captain a good long time now. I know that you don’t take up responsibility for something unless you’re sure you can bear it. Responsibility is like a spacer carbine: you have to be careful setting it down because you don’t know what the next person to come along and pick it up is going to do with it.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 29 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Decker felt like he dreamed a lot. Not in general, but during that sleep. The sleep that he took after he and Orla had collapsed into an exhausted pile. The sleep that his freshly healed body managed to take, even on the unforgiving metal floor of the living starship. It was like his body, all spick and span, with no injuries to speak of thus far, had decided that it felt a little guilty at feeling so fresh, so it had opted for a floor nap in an attempt to get a few little aches and pains back. 
 
    Decker felt like he dreamed a lot. When his eyelids shot open so fast that he was surprised they didn’t end up stuck in the back of his head, he felt tired from dreaming. Not tired of dreaming, but from it. Decker didn’t imagine anyone got tired of dreaming, because to dream was to forget, and forgetting took away everything that weighed on a person’s heart. Sometimes, in his gloomier moments coming home from a bounty hunt that might have gone tits up, Decker had sat at the controls of the Fortune and speculated that life was just a dreamless sleep throughout which he was forced to remain awake. 
 
    Whereas the path of his life, as most other peoples’ were, was beset with the dog turds of fate, in dreams he felt like he had achieved everything he wanted. It was a calm place. 
 
    Unlike reality. 
 
    An ear-splitting racket of a klaxon startled Decker awake. It was like he had been put through a trial during his unconscious moments, although he could not recall what that trial might have been. Behind the electric thrill that coursed through him at the sound of the alarm, he felt tired. 
 
    He also found himself on his feet before he knew precisely what was going on. He was still naked, but Orla was nowhere to be seen. The combination of Decker’s ability to sleep like a log almost anywhere and the symbiotes’ natural stealthiness meant that he had never once been woken up by them slipping out of bed. 
 
    What the fuck is going on? he thought as he fell over trying to pull his flight suit on. 
 
    “It’s the star, Agali, Decker,” Lorelei responded promptly. 
 
    “Shit!” 
 
    Decker fell over once more, cracking his elbow on the bulkhead. He looked around. It took him a moment to understand that, in his panic and surprise at the din of the klaxon, he sent out his thoughts through the telepathic link. 
 
    “What – what’s going on with it?” he managed to ask, finally getting the goddamn pants of his flight suit on. “What do you mean it’s Agali?” 
 
    Before Lorelei could answer, a shudder shook Decker so that he almost fell for a third time. 
 
    “What the fuck was that?” he asked tersely. “Was that the ship?” 
 
    “No…” Lorelei said, and Decker did not like the timbre of her voice one bit. “No, I think that was something more along the lines of reality itself.” 
 
    “Goddamn it, that’s not making any sense,” Decker said. 
 
    He snatched up his aviator’s jacket and strode for the doors to the corridor in which the tiny crew elevator was located. As he headed toward the fore of the Farrago, he rubbed his elbow and muttered, “It’s game day and you took a nap on the deck.” He shook his head. “Sleeping on the ground was a bad choice.” 
 
    When he reached the main control deck, it was to find the rest of the crew in what, in a more strictly run ship, might have been called battle stations… or something. 
 
    Decker didn’t hold with any of that formal shit. It had always struck him as unnecessary. Especially with the compact bounty hunting crews he’d always run with. There might’ve been some mercenary squads that went in for that kind of thing, but mercs were usually former military or ex-GWC and had discipline running through them like blood. 
 
    Bounty hunters were a different breed. They were men and women who were often used to clean away the walking, talking stains that humanity produced. Only, the thing about doing that kind of cleaning was that you soon perceived that under every stain, there was just another layer of shit. 
 
    The ultimate choice of a bounty hunter, at the end of the day, was whether or not they were willing to keep on scrubbing for the promise of the next bounty, or pack it in. It made many of them cynical, and cynical space travelers had no use for over-the-top discipline—it cut into time that could have been better spent drinking. 
 
    “All right, all right, I’m here,” Decker groused, “so can we please turn off that goddamn alarm, please?” 
 
    The klaxon died immediately. 
 
    “Thanks,” Decker said, instantly feeling himself unclench just a fraction. “Now, what—?” 
 
    An image of the Dracone’s sun, Agali, filled the monitor closest to Decker. 
 
    “Oh,” the captain of the Farrago said. “Good.” 
 
    The fissure down the middle of the star was widening. 
 
    “Enhance that,” Decker said, his eyes glued on the image in front of him. “And give me a gamma-ray overlay, please.” 
 
    Lorelei obliged at once. 
 
    “Thought so,” Decker breathed. He closed his eyes for a moment and scrubbed at his shaved head. “I hate it when I’m right.” 
 
    The starlight surrounding the weak sun in the enhanced image had looked to Decker like it was skewed somewhat. With the gamma-ray overlay on the Farrago’s active sensor array, it became obvious that the stars, at least their light, were being sucked toward the opening of the portal that ran down the center of Agali. 
 
    “It’s behaving almost like a black hole,” Naara said. 
 
    “Great,” Rosa said. 
 
    “There’s something else, Decker,” Hera said. 
 
    “Good news I hope,” Decker replied dryly. 
 
    “No,” Hera said. 
 
    “What a bloody shocker!” Craglin yelled, his cracked voice floating down through the ladder that led up to the cramped astrogation deck. 
 
    “What is it?” Decker asked. 
 
    “It would appear, as it feels to me, like Dracone itself has undergone a change in its orbit of Agali,” Hera said. 
 
    Decker digested that for a moment. 
 
    “Wait, you’re telling me that this giant lump of ice has altered its orbit? It’s actual circumgyration of Agali?” 
 
    “Oi oi, circumgyration, that sounds a bit saucy!” Craglin said. 
 
    “Shut up, short-ass!” Rosa barked from where she sat ready for orders in the co-pilot’s seat. 
 
    “Shutting up, light of my life,” Craglin called back. 
 
    “Yes, that’s correct,” Hera said. 
 
    “But – but, this isn’t some piece of space trash,” Decker said, searching desperately through the bottom drawer of his mind for some explanation. “Dracone’s got to be at least… I mean it’s still a planet…” 
 
    “It’s actually a dwarf planet with a radius of roughly eleven-hundred and eighty kilometers and—” Lux started to say. 
 
    “My point is that it can’t just decide to up anchor and drift off,” Decker said. 
 
    “Just as you say,” Saavi said soothingly. 
 
    Decker looked over at the gorgeous tall symbiote and found that her lovely, warm brown eyes were locked on his face. 
 
    “But…?” Decker said. 
 
    “But, regardless of the fact that it has a volume of 1.5 billion cubic miles, it is still a fact that it is drifting toward the portal up there,” Saavi said. She sounded almost apologetic. Decker guessed that was because of the look on his face. 
 
    He returned his eyes to the display in front of him. “Lorelei, are you able to plot a trajectory and time of impact for Dracone with Agali?” 
 
    “Not with any degree of accuracy, I’m afraid,” Lorelei said. 
 
    “Do it anyway, and let me know if we’re about to crash into the fucking thing,” Decker said. “Make sure you broadcast this to the shared comms channels we’ve got open with our allies.” 
 
    “Copy that, Captain Decker,” Lorelei said. 
 
    As Decker watched the display, he saw a coalescence of shadow spilling out from the central seam that ran down the middle of the star. 
 
    “More pods,” Apricis said in a flat voice. 
 
    She was right. More of the landing pods, most likely packed with more of those fucked up undead zombies, were pouring out of the portal. As they all watched the screens in mute horror, Decker noticed that there was one especially large pod drifting out slowly behind the others smaller ones. 
 
    “No, not a pod,” Decker muttered. “That’s not a pod. That’s a fucking starship approaching us.” 
 
    Decker slammed his fist on the workstation, cracking the polycarbonate, and making sure that every eye in the room was on him. 
 
    “That sounds like someone throwing a wobbler,” Craglin called from the astrogation deck. He sounded happy, like a man who didn’t fear being on the edge of disaster and ruin because he pretty much lived there most of the time. 
 
    Decker ignored him. 
 
    “Everyone, get suited and booted,” he said, his voice hard with the kind of bloody promise that might be found sparkling on the edge of a guillotine’s blade. “Lorelei, call the sighting into Briggs and her GWC goons. She probably knows, but it’ll show her that we’ve got our eyes open and are watching everything—including her.” 
 
    Yasine had emerged from out of the galley and stood in the hatchway. Decker had not thought she was still onboard. Now they were back on Dracone, he had assumed she had plots to unravel and schemes to keep an eye on. 
 
    “You’re going out there, James?” she asked him. Her tone was sanguine, devoid of emotion, and utterly unreadable. 
 
    Back to her best, Decker thought. 
 
    “They’re coming down here for another bite at the apple,” Decker said. “I wish they weren’t, but at least I know what to do when someone attacks. That kind of strategy is simple. It makes sense to me.” 
 
    Decker ducked his head into the cockpit and told Rosa to stay in her seat, just in case they needed to be off at a moment’s notice. She didn’t look happy about the order, but she answered it with a curt nod and turned back to the displays in front of her. 
 
    He returned to the main control deck and found Yasine still waiting for him. The others had hurried down to the armory to get tooled up. 
 
    “What do you think our chances are?” Yasine asked. 
 
    “About the same as they always are where this bastard, Egil, is concerned,” Decker said. “Iffy at best. I wish it was otherwise, but between what we wish and what we get, there’s the whole galaxy, usually holding a length of pipe.” 
 
    “Not exactly the answer I was looking for, darling,” Zizara Yasine said, her words laden with sarcastic reproach. 
 
    “Yeah, well, more often than not people would rather have a bad answer about something than no answer at all. Are you coming?” 
 
    The blue light of her augmentation flickered at her temple. 
 
    “Of course, darling,” she said. “I wouldn’t miss it for the world.” 
 
    “It’s not going to be just one world that you’ll miss if all this goes wrong,” Decker said, putting his arm around her shoulder and steering her toward the aft ladder. “Let’s go.” 
 
    As they descended, Yasine asked, “What are you going to do if you have to face him again, James?” 
 
    Decker didn’t need to ask who ‘him’ was. 
 
    “Have you ever beat someone until you were exhausted, Madame Yasine?” he asked back. “It’s incredibly cathartic.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 30 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Decker and his crew went topside to meet Egil’s fresh batch of piping hot reanimated insurgents. Yasine guided them through the warren of streets and subterranean tunnels. She kept one eye on her omni-com, occasionally ducking down an access route or passage that Decker would not have thought to, despite his familiarity with the tunnel network. 
 
    All of them were armed with an array of weapons. Decker carried the Balance Blade at his hip. He still found the sword a strange thing to be running about with, but the incessant rhythm of its makeshift scabbard—to which Craglin had made a few improvements to while Decker had been unconscious—had become more comforting than annoying before they reached the open air. 
 
    They had their masks and breathers on, along with their shock suits. Decker had also issued Yasine, Rosa, Craglin and himself with the symbiote gauntlets that he had found in a crate in the cargo bay a while back. He had yet to use them, but he thought that if there was ever a time to pack a body with as much tech and weaponry as it could handle, then that time was now. 
 
    Decker looked around, as they stood in the final airlock that separated them from the interior of Dracone’s base and the outside world. It was always weird, that final moment before all hell broke loose. In contrast to the hell that inevitably waited for them beyond the airlock door, as it hummed and went through the motions of cycling, the interior of the cramped space was surprisingly serene; one last little pocket of calm before the madness of battle descended. 
 
    Yasine had led them to one of the exits which popped out from under the line of brooding snow-covered hills known as the Southern Burrows. As the name might have suggested, the majority of the tunnel network that made up this district was located deep under the hills themselves. There were still a few exits though, which spat people out into walkways that had been cut into the sides of the hills themselves. These walkways led down to the landing pads and the southern section of the spaceport. 
 
    This area was not used for docking cargo ships, but more for human transport, short-haul ferries, and terrestrial vehicles of numerous descriptions. It was also where a number of the shittier security forces had offices, where general storage warehouses were located, and where certain defunct pieces of ice-mining equipment were stored on the off chance that Dracone gave up its criminal ways and once more embraced the blue collar existence that had given birth to it all those years ago. 
 
    “Why the bloody hell have we come this way again?” Craglin asked, slotting in the last of his two-phased plasma rounds into the trouble-maker. 
 
    “Because it will afford us an unencumbered view of the lay of the land,” Yasine said patiently. Her all-black eyes were locked on the little light above the airlock door, which was shining a steady red. 
 
    “We’re going to miss the landing though,” Craglin whined, putting the trouble-maker over his shoulder with a little grunt. 
 
    “We’ve already missed the landing,” Rosa said grimly. She was studying her omni-com. “The first pods just touched down.” 
 
    The light above the door went green. Yasine hit the panel, and the airlock slid open. 
 
    They found themselves on a wind-blown terrace of desolate rock. They were not very high up, but basically on a level with the tops of the squat warehouses and hangars that dotted the spaceport. The punishing wind of the ice world of Dracone had been wearing the jagged mountains and their low-lying hills down with an imperturbability that only nature could put into practice. 
 
    Still, as far as views went on that blighted piece of rock, Decker, Yasine, and the rest of the crew might have well been standing at the top of the world. 
 
    Below, but not that far below, the spaceport of Dracone spread out away from them. To his utter astonishment, the sight of the familiar cageworks, repair yards, refueling depots, orbital warehouses, freight transshipment nodes, and surface scout hangar bays sent a warm glow of… 
 
    Is that fucking pride? he asked himself incredulously. That’s a new one. Unexpected too. I must be getting soft in my old age. 
 
    He wasn’t sure if that was the correct word for the emotion. It was certainly a sappy feeling, but he was pretty sure that it was more misplaced nostalgia than anything else. He reckoned it had more to do with the fact that the fight was going down here, on the planet he had spent the most time on, as a boy and a man. 
 
    “It is the feeling you feel for home,” Loreli said quietly, inside of his head. 
 
    “Nah,” Decker said reflexively. “Dracone was never home. It was just the planet that I went  back to when I had nowhere else to go.” 
 
    Lorelei said nothing. 
 
    Decker snorted into his mask. “You know,” he said through the telepathic link, “I used to dream about escaping the life I had on this shit heap. It was too dull. Too run-of-the-mill. Turned out though, that my life never was particularly ordinary.” 
 
    Decker felt rather than heard Lorelei smile. 
 
    “I think humans have an amazing capacity for simply failing to notice just how extraordinary their ordinary lives are,” she said. 
 
    “Well, if this is home, then I’ve still got to admit that I never imagined that it might be a place that I’d actually miss,” Decker said. 
 
    “There’s a difference between missing something that is there and missing something that is gone forever,” Lorelei said. 
 
    Decker nodded to himself, sending a wave of sympathy through the link. He could do that. He hadn’t the words to comfort someone who’d lost their entire planet and civilization. 
 
    “There they are,” Yasine said, recalling him from his thoughts. “No rhyme and no reason to their landing patterns. They’re just disembarking where luck lands them.” 
 
    The scene off to the east was suddenly lit by a dazzling explosion. A searing bright white light caused the visors of the faceplates that the non-symbiotes in the group wore to darken. 
 
    “Looks like that dumb bastard’s luck just landed him in one of the propellant silos,” Craglin noted. 
 
    The light faded. The crew were able to make out the wreckage of the silo, sheets of metal big enough to wrap a small surface-to-orbit shuttle in, spinning lazily through the air. Fire bloomed out, rising like a rose of fiery death. The ant-sized figures nearest the blast—GWC troopers, allied fighters, or Egil’s reanimated dead, Decker could not tell—were vaporized, or else spent flinging away, burning. 
 
    Decker’s imagination supplied the screams, though the persistent breeze up here carried any noise away before it had a chance to reach them. 
 
    “I guess it’s a good old free-for-all, then,” Decker said. 
 
    “Free-for-all?” Naara asked, her eyes wide and her ashy hair blowing around her face. 
 
    “It means grab a chair and get to swinging,” Decker said. 
 
    “Kill first and ask questions later, if you feel like it,” Rosa said in a voice as sharp and deadly as any laz-blade. “Speaking of which, honey, can you work that bit of love on my spacer carbine that you did last time?” 
 
    Rosa tossed the symbiote her weapon and Naara caught it. 
 
    While the symbiote enhanced Rosa’s weapon, Decker tried the powers he had inherited from their coupling out on his own coilgun. The weapon in his hand altered slightly, its shape flowing into something that was slightly chunkier than a coilgun typically was. The few wires that were visible on its exterior also altered, fusing and becoming harder, changing into little copper pipes. 
 
    “What did you do there?” Apricis asked with interest. 
 
    “I suppose time will tell,” Decker said. 
 
    “Yes, it will,” Orla said from over Decker’s shoulder. “It will also be something that you should make use of in this fight, if you can.” 
 
    Below them, the miniature figures of the two opposing forces were clashing. The sporadic winking spark of muzzle flashes could be seen in the clear, cold air. Although the wind was blowing, the day was once more unusually cold and clear. 
 
    Decker watched as the little toy soldiers running around down there just below him fought it out. Many of them were dressed in the uniform of the GWC. As he gazed upon them, like one of the crumbier kinds of old gods, he saw some of them fall. 
 
    They look like toys, he thought morosely, but there’s not a hand in all the world capable of picking them up and putting them on their feet again. 
 
    His gaze flicked up toward the tormented star, Agali. 
 
    Except maybe that wacko. 
 
    As he gazed up at the familiar weak star, he was put out to note that there were more of the landing pods heading out from the seam. 
 
    “Potentially ten-thousand of those zombie things,” he said aloud. “Plus whatever other members of our forces they infect.” 
 
    “Yes,” Saavi said. “That is so.” 
 
    “And that’s why we need to get down there as f-f-fast as maybe,” Lux said earnestly. 
 
    “You’re right,” Decker said. “We can’t stand up here all day. There’s no point anyway. By the looks of it, Egil has no plan of attack. He’s just going to keep throwing his toys down here until he overwhelms us.” 
 
    “And then there is the bigger ship we must consider,” Apricis said. The wind was blowing her bright red hair out behind her like a battle standard of old. She looked like a figure carved of marble brought to life by some spell. 
 
    “Yeah, come on!” Craglin said, slinging his trouble-maker off his shoulder. The little Renkiddion’s eyes were shining with bloodlust. “I want to get down there and get on those buggers like a Thraxian dunehound on a baby.” 
 
    Decker gave Craglin a sideways look, then inclined his head at the ultra long range phase rifle he was cradling. 
 
    “Wouldn’t it make more sense for you and that thing to stay up here. Looks to me about as sweet a sniping position as you could wish,” the bounty hunter said. 
 
    Craglin raised one tangled ginger eyebrow behind his mask. 
 
    “Yeah, good point, that man,” he said in a grudging tone. “Won’t be as fun as getting down and dirty with you lot, but I suppose it’s a team sport isn’t it?” 
 
    “War?” Rosa asked. “A team sport?” 
 
    “Oldest one there is, darl,” Craglin said, mooching about and kicking snow and ice away from any likely looking places on which he might want to take up his sniper’s nest. “And one that humans, as well as Renkiddions, come pre-programmed to play.” 
 
    Decker slapped the portly ginger figure on the shoulder. 
 
    “That cannon of yours can go through conventional armor plating, right?” he asked. 
 
    “Pfft,” came the derisive reply from the Renkiddion. “Like a fucking laz-blade through an eyeball, mate.” 
 
    “That’s a disturbingly specific comparison,” Hera observed. 
 
    “If you get a chance, pick those landers off in the air,” Decker told Craglin. “Try and make sure that none of our lot are in the way of any potential crash zones, though. Don’t worry about their lot, though, eh?” 
 
    Craglin grinned a wicked smile. 
 
    “Give them hell, short-ass,” Rosa said. “Don’t let up. Egil deserves no mercy, and he’s going to get it.” 
 
    “I’ve got many shortcomings, darl,” Craglin replied as he flipped open the cover on his sniper scope and powered it up, “but mercy ain’t one of ‘em.” 
 
    “Good luck, short-ass,” Rosa said, punching Craglin on the shoulder. 
 
    “Don’t waste your luck on me, love,” Craglin said, flopping with the grace of a brick onto the rocky floor and making himself as comfortable as he could. He thumbed a button on the side of his weapon and a retractable bipod folded out and anchored itself into the snowy ground with a dull whirring sound. 
 
    “You don’t think you need any luck, you cocky little shit?” Rosa teased him good-naturedly. 
 
    Craglin loaded the rifle. For a second, the two-phase plasma rounded glowed red as it was sucked into the firing chamber, illuminating the Renkiddion’s face in a hellish glow that suited it quite nicely. 
 
    “Nah, it’s just you pricks going down there are going to need more luck than old Craglin perched up here,” Craglin replied. “Besides luck ain’t something you can give someone, like… herpes, or whatever. Luck comes and goes. You just have to make sure you’re smart enough to seize it when it wanders by.” 
 
    “Or hope that it bumps into you,” Decker commented. 
 
    “Yeah,” Craglin said, “but you’re more likely to be bumped into my carbine round than luck on a battlefield. Keep that in mind.” 
 
    “I always do,” Decker said.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 31 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Fuck me, but it looked a lot less intense up on that fucking hill side, didn’t it?” Decker said. 
 
    “Sure did, Cap,” Rosa said, peering out over the top of the old cutter head that the pair of them were using as cover. “It sure fucking did, but then it always does, doesn’t it?” 
 
    Spacer carbine fire clattered off the rusted rime-covered metal. Rosa ducked back down. The cutter head was a relic of Dracone’s mining days; a massive tool designed to run along a restraining cable, excavating in addition to fracturing the soft rock it pulled out. With all its spikes and protuberances, it now served as excellent cover for Decker and Rosa, as it had a generous assortment of hidey-holes through which to shoot, while making the shooters hard to shoot back at. 
 
    Especially when those shooting back were only supplied with the rudimentary aiming capabilities bestowed to them by Egil’s powers. 
 
    A flash of red overhead drew Decker’s eye. One of the landing pods was tumbling end over end through the sky, a molten hole in one side of it. 
 
    Chalk another one up for the Renkiddion, Decker thought. 
 
    The landing pod disappeared from his immediate view, but it must have crash-landed nearby because the compacted concrete under Decker rocked from the impact. 
 
    Decker popped out, took aim with his newly symbiote-enhanced coilgun, and pulled the trigger. The tungsten round flashed away toward a quartet of zombies running toward Decker and Rosa’s position, firing wildly with their assortment of weapons. It struck the central figure, vaporizing her instantly, and then exploded outward in a flowering cloud of white fire. The fire tore the other three zombies apart, sending steaming gobbets of already dead flesh spattering across the landing pad they had been dashing across. 
 
    “Nice!” Rosa said, thumping Decker on the arm. 
 
    “Decker, mate!” Craglin’s voice came over loud and clear through Decker’s tooth-mic set-up. “You there, mate?” 
 
    “I’m here,” Decker replied. 
 
    “I hate to break up the team bonding and all that,” Craglin said, “but I thought you’d want to know something.” 
 
    “Depends what it is, I suppose,” Decker said. “Stop teasing me though, and spit it out.” 
 
    “Looks to me like Briggs and some of her crew are pinned down some… oh, five klicks or so further into the port—north of your position,” Craglin said. 
 
    “Can’t you and the over-compensator—” 
 
    “Trouble Maker,” Craglin corrected. 
 
    “Right, sorry. Can’t you use the Trouble Maker to help them out?” Decker asked. 
 
    “Nah, the range is fine, but with these two-phase plasma rounds, by the time they get there, they’ll be packing enough punch to fuck up anyone within a ten meter radius of the intended target,” Craglin said. “I couldn’t be certain I wouldn’t accidentally pop that white-cloaked bitch’s head right off.” 
 
    Decker only paused for a moment. 
 
    “No, we need her,” he said grudgingly. 
 
    “That’s what I thought,” Craglin said. 
 
    “How bad does it look?” Decker asked as Rosa popped up to strafe some enemies with her spacer carbine. 
 
    “It doesn’t look good, let’s put it that way,” Craglin said. “They’re hanging in there, but I’d say those GWC troopers are a nanoparticle away from breaking and running.” 
 
    “There’s no one else nearer than us?” Decker asked. 
 
    “Nah, the symbiote lasses are off doing their thing,” Craglin said. “You’re the closest, mate.” 
 
    Decker sighed. 
 
    “If it helps, there’s a port rover not far from you. Maybe thirty-yards to your left.” 
 
    Decker looked around the spiked end of the cutter head. 
 
    “I see it,” he said. 
 
    “Looks unscathed to me, mate,” Craglin said. 
 
    Decker sighed again. More heartfelt this time. He hated risking his life for people he didn’t like. 
 
    “Fine,” he said. 
 
    He turned to Rosa. 
 
    “Hawkes, you stay here,” he said. 
 
    “Fuck that, I’m coming with, Cap,” Rosa said. 
 
    Decker swallowed his argument that he wanted her to say safe behind this great bit of cover. It wasn’t much of an argument. They were on a battlefield. They were working within a very loose given value of ‘safe’. 
 
    “Fine,” Decker said again. “Let’s go.” 
 
    The rover was one of the standard six-wheel, two-person glorified carts, which were powered by a simple, old-school hydrogen fuel cell and used by technicians, stevedores, and engineers to zoom around the docks of Dracone.  
 
    Decker hopped into the driver’s side. A second later, Rosa slid into the padded gel seat beside him. 
 
    “Dead ahead, Craglin?” Decker asked. 
 
    “Near enough,” Craglin said. “You’ll know it when you see it. It’s the most condensed spot of fighting that I can see. Just look for the bodies. There are a lot of them.” 
 
    “That sounds promis—” 
 
    The rest of Rosa’s words turned into a breathy yell of surprise as the rover launched forward, Decker’s foot flat to the board. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 32 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They had only been zipping along for a few moments, dodging zombies and allied warriors alike, when some instinct or other stroked a frigid finger up Decker’s spine and tapped him on the shoulder. 
 
    On the right, a flash of movement caught his eye. 
 
    Two men, or figures that had once been men, one with red hair shaved to stubble and the other wearing the distinctive robed overalls of an apothecary, were loping rapidly along beside Decker’s rover. The man in the robe had one hand flapping around as he ran, but the other was held out and carried a pulser. 
 
    That might have been worrying enough ordinarily, but what really arrested Decker’s attention was the fact that the two men, with their blue-tinged skin, jumped into another rover parked beside a smoking man-amplifier suit. 
 
    “They can’t use that thing, can they?” Rosa asked. 
 
    For an instant, Decker’s eyes locked with those of old carrot-top. His eyes were as vacant as those of the other zombie creatures but, for once, they were locked on Decker’s. Unblinking. As if he didn’t just happen to be looking at the bounty hunter, but really saw him. 
 
    It’s Egil. He wants me as his vessel. He must be using the eyes of these minions of his to track me. 
 
    And once he had found Decker, it appeared that Egil could inject more concentrated power into those particular minions, granting them more focus. That much was evident by the way the two men climbed into the rover and started fiddling with the controls. 
 
    “Don’t tell me those guys are…?” Decker said as they whisked past them. 
 
    “Following us? Yeah, they are,” Rosa said. 
 
    Decker tapped the simple display in front of him, searching for the rearview camera. Before he could do that though, a slap on the arm and an alarmed shout from Rosa made him look up. 
 
    “Shit!” he said, swerving. 
 
    The zombie that had decided to try and stop the rover by hand bounced off the titanium flank of the machine and was sent tumbling away. 
 
    “Eyes on the fucking road, Cap,” Rosa said. “You let me worry about any boarders.” 
 
    Decker nodded. As they wove through the debris-strewn, crater-pocked mess that was the beginning of this part of the starport’s docking bays, Decker noticed that zombies who had been content on attacking the nearest allied fighters were now making a beeline for his and Rosa’s rover. 
 
    Great, he thought, savagely yanking the steering yoke to avoid a cluster of shambling figures, because this wasn’t going to be a shit enough time already. 
 
    Decker ripped the rover right, avoiding a parked escape capsule that had been being taken out of a larger ship so that it could be worked on, back before Dracone had turned into the melting pot of all that was strange and dangerous. Rosa was thrown sideways and almost fell out of the small cabin. She accidentally depressed the trigger on her spacer carbine, and a single hole was blown in the plexi-glass windshield about six inches in front of Decker’s face. 
 
    Decker looked at her. 
 
    “How about a warning next time, Cap?” Rosa said defensively. 
 
    The vulcanized rubber gel-filled seat squeaked under her as Decker threw the rover around another obstacle. The six wheels, on their self-adjusting suspension struts, struggled to find the ridged solid-state tires a purchase on the slick, ice-coated concrete. 
 
    “All right, consider this a warning, for now and the future, Hawkes,” Decker said. “Things are going to get real fucking hectic for a little while. Got it?” 
 
    “Yes, Cap,” Rosa said. “Cap?” 
 
    “What?” Decker asked. 
 
    “To the right,” Rosa said, consternation straining her voice. 
 
    Another movement to Decker’s right, on the other side of a fire-rimmed hole in the ground, brought his focus to what Rosa must’ve been alluding to. Two more zombies, this time females dressed in matching yellow flight suits, were on the other side of the crater, trying to coordinate their puppet bodies into another rover. 
 
    “Goddamn it,” Decker muttered. “The universe sure isn’t making it easy to save it, huh?” 
 
    If Rosa replied it was drowned out by the rhythmic rit-chit-chit-chit-chit of her altered spacer carbine as she fired out of the passenger side, cutting down a zombie that had launched itself at the rover from the top of a cargo crate. 
 
    One of the women climbing into the second enemy rover had all of her hair and most of her scalp burned away by some sort of laser weapon. The other sported a coarse scabrous rash down one side of her face, and still wore a pair of goggles over her faded blue eyes. 
 
    Crispy, as Decker had named her in his head, had jumped behind the wheel of the rover and was stabbing at the buttons, trying to activate the simple hydrogen fuel cell-powered motor.  The other female zombie creature almost looked like she was dancing a fine two-step, as she sought to find a way to get into the passenger side of the vehicle, which was blocked by a stack of barrels. 
 
    Decker turned his attention back toward the front of the rover, pausing only to stab at the display a few more times. He was rewarded with the rearview camera. The first enemy rover, carrying the two male minions, was coming hard along behind them. 
 
    There was no point dwelling on the sheer cussedness of the situation. He was in a fucking rover chase with two enemy vehicles being driven by—there was no other way to put it—a bunch of animated corpses. 
 
    And once again, my definition of impossible is turned on its head, Decker thought. 
 
    Decker wrenched the steering yoke right, running over the head of a crawling, but not quite fully incapacitated, zombie. 
 
    The rover rocked this way and that, occasionally fish-tailing in what Decker imagined was a pretty impressive fashion, as he pushed it well beyond what it was designed to do. There was no audibly rousing roar from the powerful but utilitarian hydrogen fuel cell, but the little vehicle shimmied this way and that, all the electronic gizmos that made the thing such a pain in the neck for engineers to fix trying gamely to keep the wheels on the planet’s slick surface. 
 
    Then, as the old saying went, the rubber met the road. 
 
    In an early history of Dracone, which was a data-sheet Tyk Allbeard had insisted that a young James Decker read if he wanted to crew the Fortune, a certain J. P. Malcolm—a wealthy mining executive of the time and a man who hadn’t been averse to throwing out his ten credit’s worth—said that the starport of Dracone was “the calm retreat of the galactic pioneer and person intent on digging their fortune from the earth.” 
 
    Decker couldn’t for the life of him remember why Tyk had thought that would be relevant for a prospective bounty hunter to know—he’d probably been hammered—but Decker was willing to bet a substantial sum on the fact that it had never been less calm than today. 
 
    The rover, with its soft suspension struts, bounced and jounced along. Decker and Rosa were pitched this way and that, as Decker steered them through the myriad obstacles that the stricken spaceport-cum-battlefield threw into their way. 
 
    A zombie in the dull black uniform of the professional bureaucrat made a game attempt at scrabbling at the passenger side of the rover, but was rewarded with a smack in the face from Rosa’s gauntlet-covered fist. 
 
    The blaring roar of an explosion sounded off to their left, and then Decker was surging forward through a gap between two parked orbital tugs. He glanced at the rearview camera. The two rovers manned by Egil’s lackey’s were coming along behind them, following Decker’s lead. 
 
    Decker straightened himself in his seat. Puffed out his cheeks. Then, he pressed a yellow button and engaged the automatic lap belt. At once, an infuriating bing-bing-bing sound, which all rover manufacturers the system over felt obligated to install in their vehicles, ceased. 
 
    “Good call,” Rosa said, doing the same. She loaded a fresh tubular magazine into the top of her spacer carbine. 
 
    Decker glanced at the rearview camera again. The rovers were closing on them. One hung slightly left and the other slightly right, but both chased them with the same single-minded madness of their puppeteer. 
 
    “We have to get out of this central zone, if we can, Cap, that’s the first thing,” Rosa said. 
 
    “You think?” Decker asked, pushing down on the yoke to engage the rover’s brakes and avoid plunging into yet another crater. 
 
    Rosa tapped at her omni-com. 
 
    “Live radar imaging is down,” she said with a soft curse. “Egil must be jamming it, or that damn portal is messing with the telemetry arrays.” 
 
    Which meant that Rosa wouldn’t be able to pick out a speedy route through all the mess of the spaceport. Neither of them needed to speak the words aloud. Decker was just going to have to shake the two rovers trailing him and find Briggs the old-fashioned way. 
 
    Decker, even at the best of times, wouldn’t have wanted to find himself in a high-speed pursuit in the middle of a place like the Dracone starport. Yes, the plethora of private security forces were not known for their kind and understanding natures when it came to people tearing about docks and streets and making a mockery of the imposed speed limits, but that wasn’t the reason. 
 
    The reason that Decker’s idea of a good time did not involve driving at breakneck speed around the place was that it was stuffed to bursting with all sorts of hidden dangers and ways a careless person could kill themselves. 
 
    After that overzealous, slightly rocky rolling start, the rover had now hit sixty terrestrial miles per hour. The machine could do that in about five and a half seconds, Decker knew, though he had never had cause to test it. He also knew that the simple disc brakes of the rover were extremely efficient. He found that out right about the time he had to engage them and threw the rover right down a svelte passage between two warehouses to avoid some zombie traffic that loomed ahead of them. 
 
    “Craglin, where exactly in the port is Briggs?” Decker said into the comms. 
 
    There was a pause as Craglin scanned the port through his high-powered scope. 
 
    “She is… Ah, there’s that bloody stupid cloak! She’s by that cookhouse next to the emergency medical bay,” Craglin said. “You know the one I mean? It’s that gaff that serves up that terrible over-priced orange slop to the turn-around cargo pilots. Does a decent drink special every—” 
 
    “I know it. Decker out.” 
 
    Decker had a rough idea of where Briggs and her besieged crew of troopers were. In a flash, he came up with a plan, which involved getting to the edge of the central ship berth terminal, skirt it, and then go round the back of a series of warehouses and engineering hangars, before popping out between a squat security post and a low-rent accommodation block. 
 
    “North or north-west is going to be your best bet—away from all this shit,” Rosa said, reading her captain’s mind with uncanny accuracy. 
 
    “I will, I will,” Decker replied. “But it’d help if you could shake those motherfuckers who are on our tail.” 
 
    A chatter of spacer carbine fire was the only answer that Rosa gave him, as the protesting tires on the rover skittered across the ice and recalled Decker’s full concentration to the task at hand. Behind them, one of the pursuing port vehicles swerved, demonstrating that whatever influence Egil was exerting on the zombies as a whole could be channeled more acutely into individuals as needed. 
 
    In its avoidance of Rosa’s carbine bullets, the rover, driven by the two matching females, also managed to narrowly avoid a freshly landed pod, though that was at the expense of clipping the zombie that had just emerged from it and snapping its legs under one of the six wheels. 
 
    “Here we go,” Decker muttered, and he gave the throttle button a bit more of his boot. “Blood flying, limbs snapping… Here we go.” 
 
    The rover leapt forward, and the other rovers followed suit. The engine hummed up through the seat of Decker’s pants as he tweaked the steering yoke left and right, trying to stop the rover driven by the two men from drawing alongside. It looked like they were intent on getting their frozen hands on Decker and Rosa rather than killing them. 
 
    Rosa spat a curse as she squeezed the trigger of her weapon and found it dry. As she fumbled for a fresh mag, she said, “No chance you can throw some of that symbiote voodoo shit at them, is there?” 
 
    Decker was unable to take his eyes from the maze of trash, dead bodies, parked spacecraft and vehicles, and exploded chunks of stone, but he said shortly, “Takes too much concentration. Maybe soon. Once we get clear of all this shit.” 
 
    The two rovers gunned it across the vast area of ground that had been designated for ships berths and landing pads, flashing past the clumps of battling warriors and individual fights. Decker had lost sight of the vehicle being driven by the women. The rover manned by the men though, was practically nestling in the rear vapor pipe of Decker and Rosa’s little buggy, but he skipped the rover sharply left and around a smoking ten-ton fighter, while the other rover was forced right. 
 
    The enemy port rover plowed through a rank of spindly-legged man-amplifiers, sending bits of man-amp flying in all directions, before smashing through the docking station for levitating flat-deck trolleys and sending it flipping away to crush an unfortunate bootlegger who happened to be jogging past at that moment. 
 
    Decker faked going left down another debris littered pathway and then swerved right, bounced over a little heap of shattered stone, brutally crushing a zombie as he sped toward where he thought their objective might be. 
 
    The amount of human obstacles, mercifully, wasn’t as bad as it could have been, and Decker received the blessings of the luck gods as he punched it across an open space in which a fierce firefight was being waged. He engaged a dab of brakes as he swung the buggy right. There was a sharp explosion of plastic and titanium as part of the roof canopy next to his head was obliterated by a stray coilgun round. 
 
    “Close!” Rosa yelled as she leaned out of her side of the rover and sprayed down a pair of zombies that looked to make themselves useful as a humanoid barricade. 
 
    The rover ran over the broken bodies, bouncing only a little. 
 
    “I take comfort in the fact that if it gets any closer than that, I’m not going to know about it,” Decker said. 
 
    As Decker and Rosa hurtled up a boulevard between refueling stations and headed for the edge of the shuttle berths, dodging neatly between a couple of surprised hassassins, Decker glanced at the rear camera display to check where their pursuers were. 
 
    The male-driven rover appeared a moment later. It slid wide around some debris, and its fish-tailing rear took out one of Meta Kula’s thieves, sending her rag-dolling away. The zombie behind the controls somehow righted the buggy with some lucky yoke work, and it began to surge up behind Decker and Rosa once again. 
 
    To his dismay, the obstacles became more condensed the closer they got to the edge of the docking berths, so Decker tried his luck running under a couple of the larger parked star-cruisers. The other rover did the same. They had closed the gap now, and Decker could see that the passenger of the rover was staring intently into the rearview camera, as if he knew Decker was watching it. 
 
    “Fucking creeps,” Decker muttered. His eyes flicked back to the path ahead. 
 
    “Any sign of the other rover?” Rosa asked, squeezing off another burst at the pursuing vehicle. Two rounds sparked off the titanium side panel, leaving matching carbon scorings. 
 
    “You tell me,” Decker grunted. “I’m just trying my best not to turn us into a couple smears on a parked starship’s landing gear.” 
 
    The route they were taking turned quickly into one enormous, congested starship stop, filled with accompanying small servicing vehicles. So, weighing one thing with another, Decker decided to take the more picturesque route and went through one of the break sheds. These were brittle, modular buildings which dock workers used to shelter from particularly heavy snow and maybe enjoy a cup of coffee during their shifts. They were light and made to be easily transportable. 
 
    “Cap…” Rosa said. 
 
    “I’ve got it,” Decker replied. 
 
    “Got what?” 
 
    “You know… It.” 
 
    Decker had to choose his spot carefully—there’d be nothing like thinking he was onto a good thing and then ramming his rover into an unyielding steel strut at fifty miles per hour instead of the double-layered polycarbonate that he was hoping for. 
 
    “Cap!” 
 
    The rover went through the side of the first break shed with remarkably little fuss. The front bumper disintegrated on impact, white plastic flying in all directions as most of the bumper went under the front wheels of the rover, leaving only the titanium roll bar exposed. One of the headlights shattered in a spray of plastic. 
 
    Decker ripped the buggy right, slid on a patch of ice, and narrowly avoided smearing a couple of allied fighters across the landing pad they now found themselves on. 
 
    “Hey, what the fuck are you playing at, man!” one of them yelled as Decker and Rosa sped on. 
 
    “Sorry!” Decker called. 
 
    “Are you out of your—?” 
 
    The pursuing rover zipped through the wreck behind Decker, wheels crunching over the shattered plastic remains of the walls of the break shed. It hit a bit of reinforcing steel and sent it spinning away so that it impaled the allied fighter who’d been singing out through the chest. The second man dived out of the way. 
 
    The enemy rover clipped another piece of buckled steel on its way through the last of the wreck. The buggy jumped and bucked at this impact. The zombie driver over-corrected, and the rover went into a spin. The little vehicle crashed through the side of an emergency supply booth in a shower of breaking plastic. 
 
    Decker turned his attention to the path ahead. He showed the throttle a little more love and belted through toward the edge of the landing berths. The outlines of fighting, dying figures streaked past them as they ripped through a wonderfully empty patch of concrete, and squeezed the rover through another tight gap. Decker took a nasty smack on the shoulder from something, which threw him back into his seat and, looking down, saw some scoring across his shock suit. 
 
    “You okay?” Rosa asked. 
 
    “Cryopistol round,” Decker said. 
 
    There was the patter of more elemental bullets pinging off the flanks of their vehicle. 
 
    “Yep,” Rosa said as one shattered against the stock of her spacer carbine. 
 
    Decker didn’t see the rover being driven by the matching women until it was far too late. 
 
    Thankfully, whether guided by Egil’s will or luck, it turned at the last second, otherwise it would have T-boned Decker and probably killed both him and Rosa there and then. As it was, the enemy rover crunched side-on into them, fast enough to shatter the remains of the polycarbonate windshield and send shards of plexi-glass cascading over Decker’s chest and into his lap. 
 
    “Fuck!” Rosa screamed, her spacer carbine thrown from her grip and into the little rear hold-all of the rover. 
 
    Decker managed to keep his foot planted on the throttle even as the two buggies came together and sped on around the edge of the shuttle berth area. 
 
    Snarling and slobbering madly, the reanimated driver of the other rover pulled right and then slammed the vehicle left, back into Decker as the two vehicles continued on around the curving path. 
 
    Through narrowed eyes, Decker shot a quick look into the neighboring vehicle. The woman with the singed head and hair, Crispy, was driving, while Goggles stared blankly back at Decker from the passenger seat. They couldn’t have been but a foot apart, and so Decker was well placed to see that Goggles was holding a cryopistol in one hand while her other clutched at the small handle set into the roll-bar above her head. Decker had heard dockworkers call those “Oh, Shit Handles” due to them being used when something stupid had been done. 
 
    Goggles pulled the trigger. There was a sporadic misting in front of the barrel, a muted double cloud of expelled vapor and ice particles, and two holes were punched out of the already busted roof of Decker’s rover. 
 
    Before Goggles could recalibrate her shitty aim in the lurching enemy buggy, Decker dropped the yoke and activated the brakes and wrenched his buggy right so that it passed behind the rover being driven by Crispy. 
 
    It seemed that Decker couldn’t take it for granted that Egil wanted him alive after all. 
 
    Unless those rounds were meant for Rosa, his brain suggested. He doesn’t need her. 
 
    The thought of watching Rosa Hawkes having her brains blown out in front of him was a nauseating one. 
 
    Decker maneuvered the rover through a gap between a clump of allied fighters and the back of a thirty-ton slow boat that was halfway through a full strip down, one of the flanks of his port buggy squealing as it rubbed past the rear landing gear of the small spacecraft. 
 
    Decker could hear the ruckus of small arms fire, the fizz of pulsers, the hissing smack of coilgun rounds missing, but didn’t worry about keeping an eye on where it was all happening. He wove his way through the mayhem and shot behind a mob of zombies marching toward a screen of carbine-wielding allied fighters. Decker wended the buckled and bent rover around the press, glancing occasionally at Rosa, who was still trying to catch her dropped weapon. It was bouncing around in the back of the buggy like it had a mind of its own and Rosa’s lap fastening wasn’t allowing her to reach it. 
 
    Another impediment, a small burning vehicle spewing out greasy gray smoke, forced Decker to yank the yoke right. Rosa swore, as did Decker, as their helmeted heads smacked into the flimsy and bullet-marred roof. The rover jumped over a low strip of rubble at about thirty miles per hour and then— 
 
    —got clipped by a heavy-duty dock skimmer being driven by a trio of hassassins. The machine was a simple blocky thing used to tow stricken space-cruisers, or other craft that were designated to be stripped down in the shipyards. It was a hover vehicle, kept aloft by an antique but reliable repulsor drive. It was solid and ugly and, more pertinently in this case, it was heavy. It carried on through without so much as slowing. 
 
    The impact itself wasn’t too bad. The left rear corner of the rover was essentially demolished, and Decker was pretty certain he heard one of the reinforced suspension struts snap in the middle axle. What really raised his eyebrows though, was the way the collision spun the port rover and put the back of it through a crisis equipment shed—one of many that were dotted around the port in case a fire broke out. 
 
    This was, despite the ironic fact that half the spaceport looked to be burning, not ideal. 
 
    “Sitting still isn’t what we want, Cap!” Rosa shouted. 
 
    Decker didn’t waste words. He hauled on the yolk and accelerated out of the wreckage, just as the other rover slid to a stop where it had overshot the crash site and turned in toward them. 
 
    The roar of afterburners might have been fitting, but Decker had to make do with the hissing skid of the six ridged tires trying to find purchase on the slippery, icy ground. Luckily, the six wheels managed to grip, and the rover was off before the enemy vehicle could disgorge its passengers. The other rover followed patiently behind them. 
 
    The sound of rending metal and shattering plastic followed Decker and Rosa around the edge of the docking berths. Behind them, the pursuing rover had ground an allied warrior into paste under its six wheels, and then crashed through another prefabricated guard’s shack. 
 
    As Decker dodged his way around the berths, he heard the unmistakable sound of more cryopistol rounds pinging off their rover. He sighed, planted his boot, and swung the rover around the wing support of a huge merchant class ship. Their pursuit dodged around the other side of the strut and then jinked back in to follow Decker’s path. 
 
    Things were getting a bit out of hand. A bit intense. 
 
    “It’s about time we got rid of these guys, don’t you think, Hawkes?” Decker said. 
 
    “Just a second… Damn it!” Rosa said, still trying to grab her spacer carbine. 
 
    “Try out the gauntlet. The gauntlet!” 
 
    “Oh yeah. I forgot about this thing.” 
 
    She inspected the symbiote gauntlet that wrapped her right fist. It looked like a glove made of 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 upward, and which had always reminded Decker of a magazine of sorts. 
 
    “What are these four small tubes running out from this box thing and fastened to the fingers?” Rosa asked. 
 
    “No clue,” Decker replied curtly. 
 
    “Any idea how you use this fucking thing?” 
 
    “I only know what Saavi told me,” Decker said, hitting the brakes and then punching the accelerator button once more with his toe. “They’re symbiote made so they somehow run off your thoughts rather than too many buttons or anything like that.” 
 
    “That’s it?” Rosa said incredulously. 
 
    With the other rover hot on their heels, Decker skidded the buggy around the corner of a hangar. They appeared to be out of the thick of the fighting. There were only a few crashed pods here, hinting at the fact that maybe Egil had aimed vaguely at where he was firing his minions. 
 
    “C’mon just a little further, surely,” Rosa muttered as she continued to inspect the gauntlet covering her fist. 
 
    A flash of white in the rearview camera alerted Decker to the fact that they had been joined by the rover that had crashed. Now they were back to three. 
 
    Shit. The odds lengthen. 
 
    Before them spread out a particularly desolate stretch of the starport, round the back of those warehouses. A place where chem deals went down and stolen property was occasionally fenced, unsolicited hits were organized and, every so often, the trafficking of human beings finalized. 
 
    It was a good spot for an accident. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 33 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Decker was in the lead, with the rover driven by the male zombies nipping his tail. The other rover, driven by the yellow flight suit-wearing females, Crispy and Goggles, was steadily gaining just to the right of the rear of Decker’s buggy. 
 
    Just for an instant, and without any help from any symbiote power, time seemed to slow. Decker was able to take in the whole scene, piecing it together in his mind before examining it from a host of different angles. 
 
    Whatever happened next was going to be a mess. There were no two ways about that. All he was going to be able to influence was what kind of mess was made. 
 
    Decker had concocted a swift plan, but it was a fatuous man that didn’t cover his ass and reinforce his position, even when he thought things might be looking like they were turning slightly rosier. In Decker’s recent experience, it was precisely when the universe looked like it was going to do you a good turn and slip a friendly arm around your shoulders that it often decided to hit you over the head with a rock in a sock instead. 
 
    Decker reached into himself, into the vague depths where the connection to his symbiote abilities lurked. It was hard, controlling the rover and trying to tap into his abilities. As he fumbled around in the hidden compartments of his inner being, like a teenager at a bra strap, the buggy driven by Crispy suddenly made an unexpected move. 
 
    With a burst of speed, it twitched out from behind decker and Rosa’s rover and started to move up alongside it, as if hoping to draw up to Rosa’s side so that the two females might have a crack at boarding them. 
 
    “Rosa—!” Decker began. 
 
    Decker couldn’t see what happened next, due to having his eyes glued on the narrow alley between two warehouses that he was now traversing, but there was suddenly a cataclysmic screech of metal on metal and the rover with the two yellow flight suit zombies fell back and plowed into the side of the warehouse to their right. 
 
    Goggles, who had been riding shotgun in the enemy buggy, was flung forward through the plexi-glass windshield. She cartwheeled head over biscuit, with the violent alacrity of someone who had just been ejected from a torpedo tube. She was thrown hard into a low metal crate that looked to be a dumpster of some kind, her head caught one of the corners of the thing and, in a glutinous burst of arterial spray, was torn free of her neck. The headless corpse rag-dolled across the alleyway, flopping grotesquely. 
 
    The rover hit the dumpster a second later, flipped up with Crispy still behind the yoke, and smashed down into the surface of the road, flipping end over end and reducing the other female zombie to jelly. 
 
    “Holy shit, what the hell was that!” Rosa yelled. 
 
    Decker wanted to know the same thing. 
 
    “I don’t even know what I did!” Rosa yelled. She held up her hand and Decker saw that one of the tubes, the one that ran down her middle finger, was smoking gently. 
 
    “Whatever it was, do it again, Hawkes!” he cried. “There’s still one more of them on our ass.” 
 
    At about the same time that the female zombies’ rover was fatally inserting itself through the side of the heavy metal dumpster, the other enemy six-wheeler had driven up next to Decker, but on his side. 
 
    The alleyway between the two huge warehouses was a skinny affair. The buggies, running side by side, left only about twelve inches of room on either side of them. 
 
    I don’t like this, I don’t like this, I don’t like this… 
 
    Both Decker’s driver’s side and the passenger side had been smashed in and crumpled, as had the zombie rover. Decker had an encumbered view of the vacant-looking zombie with the red hair riding in the rover next to him. His eyes were glazed over, free from any emotion, but were focused on Decker and Rosa, his teeth bared. The eerie and unblinking way that he was eyeing Decker and Rosa, was enough to give Decker a proper sense of humor failure. 
 
    The red-haired zombie yanked the yoke, and the two vehicles came together in a crunch and groan of protesting metal and shattering plastic. Something grated on something else, and sparks sprayed up like a molten curtain between the two rovers. There was a rough tearing noise, and one of Decker’s rover’s central wheels was torn from its axle. 
 
    The zombie slobbered something unintelligible and raised his hand. It was pointed toward Rosa, and it held a cryopistol. For a heartbeat, Decker stared into the abyss of the wavering muzzle, into the sort of deep dark that you might find inside a coffin. 
 
    Then, reacting with gut-wrenching panic, Decker reached down, grabbed the first thing that came to hand, which happened to be an emergency laser flare in the rover’s footwell, and tossed it into the cabin of the enemy rover. 
 
    But not before he had charged it with a surge of ignifirensce. 
 
    Then, Decker leaned on the yoke, effectively slamming on the brakes, and wrenched the steering yoke left. It was just as the two rovers reached the end of the narrow street between the two warehouses. 
 
    A shot spat out from the cryopistol in the zombie’s hand. It zinged off the rover’s dash and ricocheted up, scratching a line across Rosa’s faceplate. By then Decker was already turning hard out of the alley. 
 
    The flare exploded with a dull pop, and the phosphorus, which Decker had unwittingly imbued the emergency object with, was released into the air. In an instant, the inside of the remaining enemy rover became a little pocket of hell with a population of two. The symbiote-enhanced filler in the augmented flare burned at two and a half thousand degrees Celsius. 
 
    The two zombies barely had time to react in any way before their skin crisped, their flesh melted, and they inhaled a lungful of burning, toxic smoke. They were cooked, from both the inside and the outside, in their seats. A few seconds after that, the fuel lines ignited and the rover’s hydrogen fuel cell exploded, scything the immediate surrounding area with a hail of jagged metal and plexi-glass, blackened bone, and miscellaneous chunks of flesh. 
 
    Decker felt something go through his seat and smack him between the shoulder blades, as he gave his rover its head, with enough force to knock him forward and have the rear plates of his shock suit harden. 
 
    “What the…?” he wheezed as pain flowered in the assaulted area. “Hawkes, am I fucking shot? Again.” 
 
    Rosa leaned back and let out a little disbelieving laugh. She reached behind Decker’s seat, tugged at something for a moment, and then held up what looked to Decker to be a blackened pole. 
 
    “What the hell is that?” Decker asked. 
 
    “You were almost impaled, Cap,” Rosa said. “By a humerus…” 
 
    Decker eyed the arm bone briefly, just as he squinted ahead and saw a mass of zombies and GWC troopers do battle. 
 
    “I don’t see anything funny about it,” he said, completely deadpan. 
 
    Rosa tossed the scorched bone away and cast Decker a look. “I should shoot you myself for that one.” 
 
    The brakes of the rover juddered as they fought to slow the little buggy, but Decker and Rosa still smashed through half a dozen zombies before he was able to wrangle the machine under control. The unsuspected reanimated former residents of Dracone were sent flipping and flying this way and that, limbs broken and heads caved in like soft-boiled eggs. 
 
    Rosa was out of the rover almost before it had stopped. Her spacer carbine snapped this way and that, as she stitched holes of molten heat into the bodies of the zombies surrounding the desperate remainder of Briggs’ team of GWC guards. 
 
    Decker had envisioned them wading into the load of surrounding zombies from behind, taking them by surprise, and then scything them like ripe wheat. He had, secretly, imagined saving Briggs’ ass and getting a nod of grateful thanks out of the cow. He’d thought he’d get some muttered words of how she’d been wrong about him and his ilk, and that if it hadn’t been for him, they’d be dead—or worse. 
 
    That had been how his imagination had played this out in his head. 
 
    That was the thing about reality though; it had a neat habit of shitting all over how you thought things should turn out. 
 
    The fighting, as soon as Decker and Rosa entered the fray, was a maelstrom of confusion. He used his symbiote powers as well as he was able to, but the fighting was so close that he could barely risk using his sidearm, let alone his powers. 
 
    He did use the phasing technique that sleeping with Orla had given him access to. He slowed a couple of thrown projectiles—lumps of stone and heavy pieces of ice—thrown by the zombie fighters, which stopped at least two GWC troopers from getting brained. 
 
    He also used his effulgencia to nip around with lightning speed within the scrap. He used it to stay out of trouble, slipping his sword in here, cutting a throat there, and making sure that no zombie fell on Rosa’s back. 
 
    Although he doubted he’d ever get her to confess it, Decker did end up saving Briggs’ life. 
 
    Decker caught sight of the stupid little half cloak through the press. It was stained with grime and soot and blood. A second later, after spontaneously combusting a zombie with ignifirensce—and the other zombies it bumbled into—he was almost at Briggs’ side. 
 
    He had no time to hit her with a witty dig to tease how he and Rosa were saving her bacon, because just as he arrived, he was forced into action. 
 
    A zombie leapt from one of the hexagonal cargo containers stacked all around the port waiting to be loaded—back when such things as loading cargo mattered. It dropped silently, arms spread, fingers contorted into talons, mouth gaping to show off broken teeth, glazed eyes unseeing. 
 
    “No!” Decker roared. 
 
    He hadn’t thrown himself and Rosa into harm’s way only to have a zombie take Briggs out. They needed her troopers. If she was killed, there was no knowing what her successor might do or what allegiances they might expect. 
 
    Decker threw up his hand and channeled Orla’s phasing ability. There was no outward sign that he had done anything—no ripple in the fabric of the world or flash of light. 
 
    Two feet away from landing plumb on the top of Briggs’ head, the zombie’s fall was arrested. Abruptly, it looked like it was free-falling through a totally transparent goo. Its flailing arms were now so sluggish that it was barely noticeable they were moving at all. 
 
    Briggs’ head snapped around, and she spotted Decker. Then she looked up to see what he was concentrating on. Her jaw dropped even as the hand carrying her pulser rose. 
 
    Decker had to hand it to the woman, she might have gotten to where she was through some pretty shrewd political maneuverings, as well as the steadfast belief that she would rather overthrow the status quo than preserve it, but the woman could still wield a gun. 
 
    She sighted and squeezed the trigger of the pulser in less time than Decker would have believed. The zombie’s head burst apart in a spray of viscous, half-frozen red and purple goo. 
 
    Decker dropped his concentration, and the body splattered to the floor. 
 
    “Your welcome, Commissioner,” Decker yelled over the din of the fighting. 
 
    All Briggs did was give him a curt, unsmiling nod. Then the tide of the fight swept her and her cohort of GWC goons away and left Decker and Rosa mopping up the last of the dregs. 
 
    “Craglin,” Decker said after a moment of furious hacking with the Balance Blade and firing  of his cryopistol, “do you have eyes on Hawkes?” 
 
    “Copy that, mate,” came the Renkiddion’s reply. “I’m supplying overwatch on her.” 
 
    “I don’t need a friggin’ overwatch, guys, I’m a big girl,” Rosa groused. Decker couldn’t see her, but he could hear the telltale sound of her spacer carbine being unloaded on full auto. 
 
    “I’m not doing it for you, love,” Craglin drawled. 
 
    “You’re getting such an ass-kicking when we get back to the ship,” Rosa said. 
 
    Decker grinned, hefted his sword, and used it to fire a blast of genesense at a group of zombies. All the ice in a three-foot swathe in front of him was scrunched into a tight line no more than six inches thick. It shot away toward the zombies and then exploded outward, forming a spiked ball of suddenly expanded frozen water that impaled the creatures and stopped them in their tracks. 
 
    “We’re still in this,” Decker said. He wasn’t sure if he was talking to himself or to the others. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” came Rosa’s panting reply. 
 
    “Too bloody right, mate,” Craglin said. “You just find the prick behind all this. I’m keeping an eye on the sheilas as best I can. Not that they bloody need it.” 
 
    Try as they might to kill as many zombies as humanly possible, they were fighting a losing battle. 
 
    The awareness of this fact trickled through Decker’s heart like an icy rivulet, as he ended two more of the zombie creatures and took a moment to snatch a much needed breath. His confidence with the Balance Blade had grown, but he’d be stretching it if he said that his finesse had grown with it. He was still more butcher than mythical swordsman, but seeing as the result was that his foes ended up going all to pieces he didn’t really care. 
 
    But still, there were just too many of the damned shambling, drooling zombie things for the small allied force to deal with. 
 
    All around them, all across the spaceport, more and more landing pods rained down. Like large black chunks of meteorite they crashed and smashed through buildings, plowed furrows in landing bays, and punched into the sides of the frigid hills. All through the spaceport, Dracone’s surface was marred and pocked with smoking craters. 
 
    “They ripped through the sidewall of the Cateran Supper Club,” Yasine’s voice said, coming crystal clear through Decker’s comms unit. She did not yell, but, in an indefinable way, that was even worse. Her cool, unruffled tone as she stated this fact reminded Decker of the cold, still surface of some landlocked sea—just before the leviathan came roaring up out of the depths to swallow the shrimping boat. 
 
    Decker winced, but he was glad in a way. If there had been a way that Egil could have guaranteed death at the hands of the white-clad augmented warrior woman, it was by wrecking her bar. 
 
    “If it makes you feel any better, darl,” Craglin’s voice said, “I think I just saw another one of those pods go through the top of one of the GWC command posts.” 
 
    “I hope Briggs wasn’t in there. I didn’t just save that cantankerous bitch for her to go and get squashed by a falling landing pod,” Decker growled. 
 
    “That’d be just our luck though, Captain,” Craglin said. 
 
    “Yeah,” Decker admitted. “Yeah, you’re probably right on that one.” 
 
    Even with the help of their new allies—the numerous hassassins, Beon Boka’s bootleggers, members of both the Pharm and the Pharm Shop, the GWC, and the trusted crew of the Fortune—there were just too many enemies. Decker didn’t need a symbiote’s intellect to see and recognize that. 
 
    All around him, killers, thieves, smugglers, and chem-makers were littered across the ice and concrete like so many dead leaves. Many were dead—very dead. Some were wounded. Quite a number seemed to be in shock, unable to deal with the apparently endless torrent of completely fearless, mindless enemies. 
 
    The worst thing Decker could see happening though, was the infection that Egil’s minions could spread to those allied fighters they didn’t kill outright. 
 
    As Decker used his ignifirensce to ignite a spreading puddle of cryogenic fuel, he looked around. So absorbing was the sight of the zombies slashing and biting, and the unfortunate smugglers and hassassins starting to seizure in the same way that Dorian Wellington had, Decker barely registered the whumpf of the fuel going up. 
 
    Lit by the apocalyptic glare of the combusting fuel, Decker watched as, amongst a small group of fallen chem-runners, the seizures seemed to spread from one body to the next. 
 
    Egil’s looking for a suitable vessel, Decker thought. And he must be getting close with all these potential candidates. 
 
    Dracone was never known for being a breeding ground for the just or the righteous, but for the immoral and the rotten. It had been part of its charm, in Decker’s eyes. In a galaxy that was becoming increasingly policed and micro-managed, Dracone was one of the few places left where adventurers, brigands, and desperadoes could still live their lives on their own terms. 
 
    Things are looking bad, Decker’s brain observed. Things are looking downright grim. We’re not going to make it… 
 
    Decker laughed. Laughed in some dark recess of his inner being. 
 
    “Shit,” he muttered, his half-smile on his flame-illuminated face, “how often have I looked out on something and thought that.” 
 
    He shook his head. He thought of Rosa and Yasine, of Lorelei and Saavi and the five other wonderful symbiotes, and even of Craglin. He shook his head again and gripped the Balance Blade tighter. 
 
    “Not today,” he said. Then, louder and with more defiance, he said, “We’re not fucking dying today!” 
 
    The maniacal laugh cut through the battlefield clatter like nothing else. It was one of those sounds that shouldn’t have been there. It was alien to the moment. It did not belong. There was nothing about any of what was going on around Decker to laugh about. 
 
    And yet the laughter rolled out, as raucous and full of hate and vengeance and unadulterated lunacy and despair as it had been the first time it had assaulted Decker’s ears. 
 
    “Wrong!” said a voice. “Quite wrong! You’re all going to die, all of you. Isn’t that a thought! It’s a thought that should make all you foul, squabbling humans love one another, but it doesn’t. You are terrorized and flattened by trivialities, always. You spend your ephemeral lives being eaten up by nothing.” 
 
    Decker turned. His eyes went wide as he saw who—or what—he was talking to. 
 
    “Which is why I don’t understand why you won’t allow yourselves to be eaten for something,” the voice continued. 
 
    The body of Jester the Red, the leader of the Consociation of Hassassins, stood jerking and twitching in front of Decker. Silhouetted by the orange and white flames of the burning cryogenic fuel behind him, the figure looked like some devil risen from the pits of hell. 
 
    Through a ripped sleeve, the flawless ebony skin of one arm was exposed to the numbing atmosphere of Dracone. His green dyed hair hung lank around his face. Decker couldn’t make out the man’s features, as his face was tilted slightly downward and to one side, but he could see the smile. 
 
    Jester the Red had been famed for his debonair smile, but the one adorning his lips now was neither his, nor debonair in any way. 
 
    “Egil,” Decker said slowly. “I’d ask you what you wanted, but you’d only tell me it was the whole universe or nothing, right?” 
 
    Egil smiled, stretching Jester the Red’s lips so wide that the bottom one split in the middle. 
 
    “I’m going to kill you today,” Decker said, his words ice and fire. 
 
    Egil’s chuckle rose from Jester the Red’s throat before turning into a hideous giggling hack that contorted the question mark-shaped scar that ran down the side of the former hassassin’s face. 
 
    “Ah, kill me…” he said. “Yes. Quite. Well, the thing is, I have learned something that your kind—with the exception of your good self, perhaps—will never know, James Decker.” 
 
    Decker sighed impatiently. 
 
    “You better fucking tell me what it is then, you batshit crazy son of a bitch,” he growled. 
 
    “It helps to die a few times before you can really start to live,” Egil said. 
 
    “That,” Decker replied, “is not helpful.” 
 
    Egil smiled with Jester the Red’s face once more. 
 
    “It wasn’t meant to be,” he said. 
 
    

  

 
   
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 34 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There was something undeniably disconcerting about Egil’s choice of vessel. Of all those men and women he might have taken over, he had opted for, perhaps, the single most deadly member of an organization which specialized in inhuming people. 
 
    Had he done it on purpose, or had it been a fluke? Had he slipped insidiously into Jester the Red’s consciousness because it was as dark and violent a place as his own? Had he made his way in there and felt at home? Or had he taken him over knowing what he was and not caring so much for who he was? Had he inhabited a person most likely to shake Decker and his friends? 
 
    Because if so, well done, it’s working, Decker admitted to himself. 
 
    He gave himself a little mental reprimand. Just because someone was—for lack of a better term—dressed as the head of the Consociation of Hassassins, didn’t mean they magically took on that person’s skills. 
 
    Did it? 
 
    Don’t worry about that, you jackass, Decker told himself sternly. Egil’s probably about a hundred times more dangerous than Jester the Red is—or was. 
 
    Not exactly a comforting thought. 
 
    The Balance Blade was held loosely at Decker’s side. He wasn’t entirely sure whether it would be enough to take care of a being like Egil. Shit, he didn’t really even know what its capabilities were, beyond helping him channel his symbiote talents more accurately. 
 
    He’d watched a lot of antique film reels during his time onboard star-cruisers. There were over two-thousand privately owned entertainment streaming providers throughout the Myrmidon System. 
 
    Decker knew how the next bit was supposed to play out. He was meant to face off with the insane apparition in front of him. He was meant to flourish this allegedly mystical-style sword and beat the shit out of Egil with it; cut him into twenty pieces and scatter them to the carrion creatures—if Dracone’s climate had allowed for such creatures to exist—or else chuck them into the nearest spacecraft thruster system and atomize him. 
 
    That was how it was supposed to go. 
 
    Only, standing there in front of a being who had killed and commandeered the body and mind of one of the most fearsome criminals in the sector, who had stepped into his physical form as easily as if he’d been slipping on a bathrobe… 
 
    That made even a man of Decker’s considerable fortitude take a moment to pause. 
 
    Egil was powerful, unpredictable, and, most crucially of all, had a mind that had gone so far around the bend that it had practically strolled back around to view sanity from the other side. 
 
    Egil stumbled forward, his new vessel—the luckless Jester the Red—twisting and twitching unnaturally as the possession became more securely rooted. Flurries of tics rippled under the man’s once famously handsome face, as if a nest of bugs swarmed just under the surface. The question mark-shaped scar down his face flushed and paled. One moment, his captivating green eyes were lost in shadows as his eye sockets grew more sunken, the next and they were bulging to the point of popping out of his head. 
 
    There had always been something bewilderingly magnetic about the man. There still was, only it wasn’t a good thing. It was the magnetism exuded by a gunslinger’s twitching hand as it hovered over their holster. 
 
    “Is he still alive?” Decker asked, before he could stop himself. “In there, with you, I mean.” 
 
    Jester the Red’s face pulled a smile that was more than a little grimace. 
 
    “Yes, the man you knew as Jester the Red is clinging on in here,” Egil said. He giggled. “He is confused. He is scared. So scared. He sees you through the eyes that I now command—a passenger in this pathetic shell. He knows he has only a few minutes left before I have total control and he is pushed… on.” 
 
    A spasm racked the body of the leader of the hassassins. Then he laughed; a harsh, forced sound, like breaking glass. 
 
    “I keep telling him not to worry,” Egil said to Decker, taking another step toward him. “I keep telling him that looking upon death as the end of life is like viewing the horizon as the end of the world, but will he listen?” 
 
    “Near death experiences shake some people up,” Decker said. 
 
    “The entirety of your species’ paltry, fleeting lives are, by definition, near death experiences,” Egil snapped. “They’re little better than mayflies in the grand scheme of things.” 
 
    Off in the distance, behind Egil, something exploded. An expanding sphere of orange flame rose languidly into the clear air, propelling a scattering of limbs and torsos up with it. 
 
    “You’re going to die here, James Decker,” Egil said. 
 
    “So you keep telling me,” Decker said. “Only thing is, aren’t I one of these special souls you keep harping on about? I live forever, remember?” 
 
    “I remember,” Egil said, tittering nastily. “But do you?” 
 
    Decker said nothing, but he gripped the Balance Blade more firmly. The time was coming for him to make his move. When he made it, it was imperative that he made it without hesitation. The weapon could cut through anything. Could it cut through whatever spectral entity Egil was? 
 
    “That’s why you’re going to end your circular journey here,” Egil continued, taking another unsteady step toward Decker. “That’s why I’m going to beat you into submission, for a man such as you does not come quietly, and then I will take your body and mind for my own. Such a gift as you unknowingly have in your possession is wasted on one such as you: a brute and a bounty hunter.” 
 
    “There you go hurting my feelings again,” Decker growled. 
 
    Egil’s awfully smile widened, splitting Jester the Red’s lips further so that beads of crimson formed and froze on them. 
 
    “To think that the universe and the Cloud Sea conspired to grant one such as you such a gift,” he taunted. “A man who, despite a hearty pretense to the contrary, is little more than a common criminal in his own world.” 
 
    Unbeknownst to the two men, they had begun circling one another. Decker kept the sword mostly out of Egil’s sight, concealed behind his thigh. 
 
    “They do say that every society gets the criminals it deserves,” Decker said. “Admittedly, I’ve never been one for what you might call ‘laws’. I’ve always seen them as words written down by a bunch of people for another bunch of people. Depending on who’s in charge of what sector, those laws change.” 
 
    Decker sighed, but his gaze never broke from Jester the Red’s face. As the seconds flowed by, more of Egil surfaced in his opponent’s facial features and eyes. 
 
    “I’ve always found it less stressful to carry around your own laws,” Decker carried on, while Egil watched him out of Jester the Red’s eyes like a peeping tom peering through a window. He tapped his chest. “In here. If you violate the laws of society, you’re just a criminal. If you violate the laws that you carry around inside of you… Well, you’re just a pathetic sack of shit.” 
 
    “I didn’t take you as one who went in for philosophy, James Decker,” Egil mocked. 
 
    “I don’t. That’s one of my laws. Don’t go in for something you can’t spell.” 
 
    They prowled around in their circle. All around them, the battle raged. It had become peripheral noise now to Decker. He wasn’t worried about being locked in this intense moment only to have some random zombie come up and bite him in the back of the neck. He knew that Egil wouldn’t allow that now. 
 
    Small arms fire chattered away. Flames licked hungrily into the frigid air. Decker knew that the longer he held off from going at Egil, the more control the symbiote being would have over Jester the Red’s body. 
 
    Sooner rather than later, Decker, he told himself. Sooner rather than—   
 
    “I think that we have reached the end of things, you and I,” Egil said. “No more talk. No more bargaining. It ends here. It ends now.” 
 
    He took a step toward Decker, but then stopped. He blinked. Raised Jester the Red’s proud head and looked around, past Decker’s shoulder. Decker risked a glance back and noticed, for the first time, six figures behind a pall of greasy black smoke. 
 
    Decker squinted. 
 
    The fire and smoke parted like a curtain, as if a giant had put his hands through it and pulled it aside. 
 
    “Naara,” Decker whispered. 
 
    It was Naara. Only she could so easily manipulate the raging inferno that she and the other five symbiotes strode through. 
 
    “We would never leave you to fight this threat alone,” Lorelei’s voice said abruptly, resounding in Decker’s head. “This is not only our fight, nor is it only your fight. We are in this together.” 
 
    “Glad to have you along,” Decker replied. 
 
    Decker watched Egil’s face. Any trace of humor that had been plastered across it had evaporated like water under a thruster exhaust. 
 
    “Can’t you leave me to finish this!” Egil spat, fresh blood dripping and freezing from Jester the Red’s torn lips as he snarled out the words. “There is nothing you can do. Only delay the inevitable.” 
 
    For the first time, Decker raised the Balance Blade up in his hand, pointing it toward Egil. To his satisfaction, a flicker of fear glinted in the eyes of the hassassin Egil had commandeered. 
 
    Decker’s most trusted allies formed a circle around the pair of them. Their intention was clear: help Decker in his fight with the crazed male symbiote, and also protect him from Egil’s horde, should they be brought into play, so that Decker could focus on ending Egil. 
 
    While the symbiote women gathered round in their loose circle, beyond this final staging point, where the doom of the universe might very well be decided, Decker did notice something. The zombies nearest to them looked to be turning their attention from whatever fights they were engaged with to their direction. 
 
    “Ladies,” Decker said, his eyes never leaving Egil. “I think we have incoming hostiles.” 
 
    “What’s your position, Decker?” Rosa asked over the comms. “Yasine and I will try and get there as soon as we can.” 
 
    “Just follow your noses,” Decker growled. “I don’t think this is going to be something you’re going to be able to miss.” 
 
    “Where did you get that?” Egil asked. His eyes flashed red and stayed that color as they stared at the sword in Decker’s hand. 
 
    Decker looked at the blade. “Oh, this thing? I found it floating about the place. You know how it is. Amazing what this system of ours holds.” 
 
    “Tell me… Tell me—” 
 
    “The only thing I’m going to be telling you, Egil,” Decker said, “is to go and fuck yourself.” 
 
    That did it, of course. Like a bull that’s just had the rag waved in front of its face, Egil let out a stone-shattering scream and launched his attack. 
 
    The zombies that had been milling around beyond the edge of the immediate fight surged forward. The symbiote women turned to face them. 
 
    Hera pressed her hands flat to the ground and caused a wall of rock to tear itself free of the landing pad and block the tide. Orla used her time-bending skills to slow the zombie creatures nearest to her, while Apricis mowed them down with her spacer carbine. Saavi closed her eyes and the mindless reanimated dead heading in her direction stopped as if they had been turned to stone, clapped their hands to heads, and began to wail as her mentalism scrambled up the instructions they were receiving from Egil. 
 
    As for Decker, he held his ground as Egil bounded toward him. His movements were animalistic and clumsy, but also highly intimidating. It took Decker a moment to identify what was so terrifying about the way Egil was heading toward him, but he got there. 
 
    It was because he had absolute zero fear. 
 
    Fear, in some form, was as inevitable a thing to face for a human as bad weather. It was something that had to be accepted, but could not be allowed to paralyze a person—something which some types of fear could do quite easily. 
 
    Fear was a part of being human just as surely as love was, or hate. 
 
    Egil possessed none of that. 
 
    And why would he? Decker thought as he lifted the sword and widened his stance. It’s not his body on the line.   
 
    Egil leapt high, beyond the limits of mortal muscles. At the zenith of his jump, the man’s hands glowed with a pale fire. 
 
    Oh, shit, here we go, Decker thought. 
 
    He thrust the sword up clumsily, using it as a conduit to fire an invisible beam of Orla’s phasing to try and capture Egil like a fly in honey. 
 
    He managed to halt the falling figure, but as soon as he captured Egil, Decker could feel that there was something different. There was a thrumming vibration in the force that he had used to snare him with. The trembling in the air reverberated back down through the sword and— 
 
    Decker’s power shattered, and Egil broke free. Decker stumbled forward, the point of the Balance Blade drooping, as Egil started his descent. 
 
    There was a flash of red and Egil, screeching like a vulture as he plummeted toward Decker, was plucked from the air and spun about. He tumbled out of the air in a flash of molten sparks, spinning. 
 
    He landed neatly in a crouch, head bowed, Jester the Red’s long green hair blowing about his face like the smoke from a flare. There was a dark scorch mark, about the size of Decker’s palm, across one shoulder. Egil looked up. 
 
    “Ha!” came Craglin’s voice over the comms channel. “I got the fucker!” 
 
    There was a pause. 
 
    “I was hoping for a little more dismemberment if I’m being honest,” the Renkiddion added critically. 
 
    “He looks pretty pissed, Craglin,” Decker muttered into his tooth-mic as Egil straightened up. 
 
    “Good. Fury’s an acid that can do a shitload more harm to the container in which it’s stored than to anything on which it’s sprayed, mate,” Craglin replied. “Get out there while the bastard corrodes himself.” 
 
    Egil charged at Decker, flinging a bolt of flame that coalesced in his hand from a flickering fire nearby. 
 
    Ignifirense, Decker noted. I can use that too, asshole. 
 
    Decker batted the globe of fire back at Egil using the sword. Egil dodged it, and the missile exploded behind him, taking out a couple of his zombie puppets in twin gouts of icy blood. 
 
    Egil flung some chunks of ice at Decker, using cogency in an attempt to crush the bounty hunter. Decker answered with effulgencia, zipping out of the line of fire so that the ice boulders shattered harmlessly across the floor. 
 
    They sparred this way and that for a little while; testing one another, probing for weaknesses, trying to see which one of them lacked patience or concentration. Different symbiote abilities were evoked on each side. 
 
    The immediate area around the two figures turned into a whirlwind of wrenched forces and twisting realities, while overhead the star, Agali, continued to be torn apart by Egil’s power of will. 
 
    Egil stepped toward Decker with his hands raised, fire tipping his fingers, but then leapt sideways as another two-phase plasma round streaked down from wherever Craglin was now firing from. The projectile missed Egil, whipping up a fountain of stone where it thumped into the ground. 
 
    “You might want to start working on a way you can appeal to this nutjob’s intellect, Decker, just in case you’ve overstretched yourself there, mate,” the Renkiddion said. 
 
    Decker could hear him puffing, as if he was jogging along. 
 
    “Does it look like I’ve overstretched myself from where you are?” Decker replied as he evaded a burst debris flung at him, with Lux’s speed. 
 
    “I’m moving position now, but you looked like a man who could use a drink more than anything last I saw,” Craglin joked. 
 
    “There might be truth in wine, short-stack,” Decker replied, firing a streak of swirling, razor sharp ice up toward Egil, only to have it melted a foot in front of the symbiote’s chest, “but what I could really do with is some luck.” 
 
    “I wonder how many brave warriors have ended up littering the gutters outside kebab shops and nightclubs throughout this system using that very same logic, mate,” Craglin said. 
 
    Plexi-glass crunched, and metal bent with a moan. Egil was using more cogency to pick up a wrecked rover. Decker didn’t need to guess very hard at what he planned to do with it. 
 
    He had hoped that his continuing fighting and thwarting of Egil would be getting to the symbiote by now. However, rather than looking furious, Egil was, worryingly, beaming across at him. 
 
    “I do love a challenge,” he said, and flung the rover at Decker. 
 
    A burst of metallurgence deflected the crushing trajectory of the rover and sent it flipping over Decker’s head. It landed with a nasty crunching sound on the rear of a pack of zombies swarming toward Lux—who looked more intrigued at their attentions than she did afraid. 
 
    “You’re going to have to do a bit better than that, Egil,” Decker said, trying to goad the symbiote into a mistake. “I was expecting more from you. I’m just a goddamn greenhorn after all, aren’t I?” 
 
    Egil held out his hand. A dark sword of smoke made solid materialized from the smog-laden air. 
 
    “How’s this for more, James Decker?” he hissed. 
 
    “Ah, there it is,” Decker said. “Great. A sword. Great.” 
 
    Egil whisked the shadow blade around his head, apparently getting the feel for it. 
 
    “You know, I’ve never needed to stoop so low as to use such a basic weapon as this,” the symbiote said. 
 
    He waved the all-black sword around, as a bull might paw the ground. Then he focused on something just above and to the right of him, his mad eyes narrowing. The sword darted out and impaled a flake of ash in mid-flight as it drifted past. 
 
    Egil gave Decker a cruel grin. He giggled and slapped his thigh. 
 
    “This might be fun,” he tittered. “Humanity is a younger species than my own. You were fooling about with such rudimentary technologies long, long after symbiotes were—if we ever did. Tell me, do you know if there are any rules I should be aware of?” 
 
    “Rules?” Decker asked. 
 
    “You know,” Egil said, waving his hand around dismissively, “best of three touches or some such?” 
 
    Decker pulled a face. “That shit’s just for the fiction reels, isn’t it?” 
 
    “How would I know?” the symbiote replied. 
 
    “I’ve always viewed humanity’s insistence on including rules in war as a bit counter-intuitive to the whole point of fighting.” 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    “To win.” 
 
    Egil snickered annoyingly to himself. “Quite. I don’t suppose, as a member of a more primitive species, you’d care to furnish me with a tip or two before we get going? For old time’s—?” 
 
    Decker channeled a concentrated burst of effulgencia through the Balance Blade and back into himself, speeding up to the point that he might as well have teleported. He arrived behind Egil, mid-sentence, and rammed the point of the Balance Blade right through the monster’s back. 
 
    For a weapon that went through stone with ease, the flesh of the man in front of him offered the Balance Blade no trouble whatsoever. Decker felt the most minute modicum of resistance as he shoved the blade up and twisted it, cutting through something he assumed was the backbone, but nothing that caused him undue effort. 
 
    Jester the Red’s body stiffened, his mouth opened, and then he fell sideways. So incredibly sharp was the Balance Blade that it actually cut its way out of Jester the Red’s body as he fell to the side, bringing one of the unfortunate hassassin’s lungs with it. 
 
    “Egil, that’s the only tip you’ll be receiving from me, you son of a bitch,” Decker growled. He shook blood from the blade and went to replace it in its makeshift scabbard, when something caught his eye. 
 
    A nearby corpse—a GWC trooper lying face up—was shaking and twitching. As Decker observed it with dawning comprehension as to what that might mean, the corpse’s eyelids fluttered. 
 
    Decker reversed the sword and plunged it through the trooper’s face. The body stilled its shaking. 
 
    “Oh no,” he growled. “No, no. Don’t even think about it.” 
 
    He swept his gaze desperately across the battlefield. Dozens of bodies for Egil to possess littered the area, the numbers increasing with every passing minute, as more of the allied forces fell to the reanimated horde. The fight was far from over, and Egil held the ultimate trump, which was that he could go on indefinitely. 
 
    The corpse of a thief charged Decker. He cut it down with a reversed hacking stroke. Before the thief’s body had hit the icy floor though, another Galactic Watch Committee trooper had lurched to her feet. The Balance Blade lopped her head right off. 
 
     “Oh, this is some grade-A bullshit,” Decker growled as corpses, one after another, rose from the piles of dead and came at him. 
 
    Most of the reanimated dead, hosting the parasitic, but obviously very potent, spirit of Egil attacked him with their bare hands. Some of them though, the freshly killed perhaps, Egil was able to channel his symbiote abilities through. 
 
    One of these more amenable drones was none other than the sloppy, fat fuck, Lamark Cordova. Decker wasn’t sad to see that the hateful head of the League of Anonymous Apothecaries had been slain, but he was pretty upset to see him back on his feet again. 
 
    “I’m going to enjoy this,” Decker said. 
 
    It might have been the man’s mutual hatred of Decker in life that made him such an excellent and compliant puppet for Egil’s hijacking spirit, but he certainly provided the symbiote with a more powerful conduit through which to use his powers. 
 
    Decker only just managed to block the slab of the landing pad that Egil’s cogency tore up like a bit of bread crust, taking the brunt of it on a shield of ice he managed to erect with his own genesense. The impact of the ice shield exploding sent him tumbling backward all the same though, sliding across the slick ground on his back. 
 
    Decker fetched up against something with legs. Above the silhouette of Craglin’s blocky torso, Decker could see Agali writhing, the seam running down its middle pulsing in a vaguely nauseating manner. 
 
    “I had a feeling this shit was going to happen,” Craglin said as Decker hauled himself to his feet. 
 
    Decker didn’t answer right away. Instead, he used metallurgency to twist a fallen girder around Egil-cum-Cordova, pinning him to the ground. Decker gritted his teeth as Egil exerted his will to counter Decker’s, but managed to hold firm. 
 
    “You had a feeling, huh?” he grunted as sweat sprung up on his forehead before being whisked away by his helmet’s cooling system. “I don’t suppose you’ve got a fucking solution to dealing with this regenerating prick, do you?” 
 
    “You don’t mate?” Craglin said. 
 
    Decker pumped a surge of Orla’s phasing power though his sword, momentarily freezing Egil in place. 
 
    “Don’t fuck around, Craglin,” he said. 
 
    Craglin fumbled in one of the pockets of his combat webbing and extracted a small cube. It was maybe an inch and half to a side and looked to be made from the same carbon gray metal as the Farrago. 
 
    “Is that vestrite?” Decker asked as Egil kicked off his phasing and reentered the universal timeline. The girder pinning him began to straighten out. 
 
    “You know how I was telling you about all the sweet possibilities of that symbiote tech—the sort of shit that we found inside those automatons?” Craglin said. 
 
    “Yep,” Decker said, using the Balance Blade to channel more metallurgency into the girder in an attempt to keep Egil trapped for just a little longer. 
 
    “Well this is a device that can store memories, Decker,” Craglin said. 
 
    “So fucking what?” Decker groaned, taking a step backward as a wave of Egil’s countering abilities washed into him. “This isn’t the time for show and tell.” 
 
    “If it can be used to hold memories, it can be used to trap minds, mate,” Craglin said urgently. “That’s what I’m getting at. This bastard’s consciousness is jumping like a flee from host to host. You need to give up on trying to trap his body and trap his mind.” 
 
    Decker let out an indistinct moan, forcing the girder back around the thrashing figure on the ground. Egil was putting Cordova’s body through more exercise than it had probably experienced over its previous owner’s lifetime. 
 
    “Is it… possible?” he managed to grate out through his clenched jaw. 
 
    “It could be possible—but I’ve barely got a prototype right now. This tech will take me months to develop, and we don’t have months right now.” 
 
    “No… shit,” Decker grunted. 
 
    “What I need, mate, is time,” Craglin said. 
 
    Even through the stress and strain of trading mental powers with Egil, Decker recognized the meaningful note in Craglin’s voice. 
 
    “Be… ready,” he said. “I’ll give you time.” 
 
    Decker released the hold he’d been trying to keep on the girder trapping Egil all at once. He’d need all his concentration if he was going to be able to pull off what he had in mind. The girder uncoiled like a spring and, propelled by Egil’s counter metallurgency, it spun away and impaled itself through the front of a nearby Dracone Port Polis scout ship. 
 
    Using the sword to magnify the ability he had inherited from Orla, Decker encased the Renkiddion in a wavering sphere of accelerated time. Craglin had said he’d have needed months, so Decker had tried to warp the time inside the bubble so that a minute was roughly a week—it was the first comparison his overloaded brain had come up with. 
 
    Please let that be enough, he thought. Please let me be able to hold just a little longer. 
 
    On paper, Decker might have been considered an ultimate galactic badass, decked out as he was with his new time-warping, telekinetic, element-manipulating powers. And he was—he would’ve bet on himself in any normal fight. 
 
    The thing was though, Egil was similarly, if not more, equipped with said abilities than he was. Their individual combat had quickly devolved into a glorified slugfest. 
 
    While Craglin tinkered within the glimmering bubble of altered time, Decker held Egil off. The rest of the symbiote crew stepped in to help as they were able, and they fought together. More often than not though, the tides of reanimated corpses swept the symbiotes away, leaving Decker and Egil to duke it out. 
 
    The sword of smoke and shadow was once more in Egil’s hand, wielded by the pudgy, pasty fingers of Lamark Cordova. It clashed with the Balance Blade time and time again, as Decker and Egil traded inexpert but savage blows. They hacked and cut, stabbed and jabbed at one another, while simultaneously flinging hunks of debris. 
 
    After grueling minutes, Decker’s burning muscles and fading focus caused a spinning shard of metal to slip past his guard and smack hard into the shoulder plate of his shock suit. The shard embedded in the plate and sent Decker flying backward. 
 
    Egil was on top of him in an instant. The fat bastard’s weight pinned Decker to the ground as effectively as if he’d had a three-hundred kilogram man-amp dropped on him. 
 
    “Not much longer now, James Decker, not much longer!” Egil said. 
 
    The eyes gazing into Decker’s might have belonged to Cordova, but it was Egil who was staring back at him. 
 
    “You are a stubborn fool, I’ll give you that,” Egil continued, flecks of half frozen spit flecking Decker’s faceplate. “But stubbornness can only take you so far.” 
 
    His sword inched toward Decker’s face. They were still making stabs and pushes at one another with their symbiote abilities, but that was happening in the background now, almost as an afterthought. Decker suspected that Egil wanted to physically end Decker, just as Decker yearned to end him. 
 
    “Yeah, well, my old man always told me that my pigheadedness would be the end of me,” Decker grunted, pushing back against the sword of smoke and fire that was only a couple of inches from his face. “Said I was the kind of stubborn little shit who, if people or the law tried to build walls around, would just walk through the fucking things.” 
 
    Decker thrust out with his mind, concentrating an amalgamation of all his symbiote-learned capabilities to try and stop Egil’s own ability from forcing the smoking, hot sword of coalesced darkness into Decker’s neck. 
 
    “That’s… actually one of the nicest things the prick ever said to me,” Decker grunted. 
 
    The sword inched closer. It was inexorable. It was fascinating in a terrifying way. 
 
    Then a red light blinded Decker, he felt a searing heat on the backs of his gloved hands, and Egil rolled away. 
 
    “Decker!” Craglin yelled. 
 
    He was standing with the Trouble Maker in his hands and threw something at Decker. Instinctively, Decker snatched the object out of the air: the cube. 
 
    Craglin grunted a second later, as a hail of small rocks and debris bowled him off his feet and out of Decker’s line of sight. A second after that, Egil was back, Cordova’s grotesquely fat body pressing down on Decker, his face drawn in a hideous snarling grimace of mad joy. His flabby legs knelt painfully on Decker’s thighs, his hands pressing the bounty hunter’s chest down with all his considerable weight. 
 
    “No weapon can finish me!” he howled, tongue lolling. “You’re—” 
 
    Decker slammed the cube into the maniac’s gaping mouth and then smashed his jaw closed with his other hand. 
 
    “Just shut the fuck up!” he roared. 
 
    Cordova’s rheumy eyes glowed a bright red. The skin of his face writhed, visibly distending in places, as Egil twisted inside of him. Decker kicked out, and the fat man fell sideways off him. Monstrous shadows pulled from the vessel's body, from his ears and eyes and nose, flowing like blood, pouring into the corners of Cordova’s mouth. 
 
    Into the cube, Decker thought. 
 
    Convulsing and jerking so hard that Decker thought he heard Cordova’s bones snapping, Egil let out one last garbled cry, his eyes fixed on Decker. 
 
    Decker was as taciturn as he usually ever was. He said nothing. There seemed little point. He just watched as Egil’s eyes—and they were most assuredly Egil’s eyes then—stared metaphorical daggers into his heart. 
 
    As long as they’re metaphorical daggers. Knock yourself out. 
 
    And then, it was over. 
 
    The light faded from Cordova’s eyes. His body went limp. His mouth hung slack. As Egil’s final, and arguably most repulsive, vessel collapsed, there was a gentle tinkling sound and the cube fell from between his slug-like lips. 
 
    The effect on the battle was immediate and pronounced. Every single one of Egil’s minions dropped in utter silence, as quietly as an army of puppets that had just had their collective strings cut—or whose puppet master had suffered a coronary. 
 
    The ground lurched under Decker’s feet. A wave of nauseating lack of equilibrium assailed him. Above, high in the unsuitably pretty blue sky, the star-sun, Agali, brightened. 
 
    Decker, who had instinctively looked up at the flaring star, squinted and shaded his eyes. When the nova faded, so too closed the seam running down its middle. It was still there, but Decker thought that it was disappearing even as his watering eyes looked upon it. 
 
    Blinking the purple sun spots from his eyes, Decker turned his attention downward. Kicking aside Cordova’s fat blue-tinged hand, the bounty hunting captain of the starship Farrago bent down and picked the cube up. It was glowing with a faint purple light. 
 
    There was a groan from nearby. Craglin was helped to his feet by Naara. The symbiotes had converged on Decker, while the assorted warriors of the allied criminal forces looked around in utter astonishment at their suddenly lifeless enemies. 
 
    “You didn’t let that little bit of gravel kill you, then?” Decker said. 
 
    In response, Craglin flipped him the bird. 
 
    “Worked, didn’t it?” the Renkiddion asked, unable to keep the note of smugness from his voice. 
 
    “Well, I gave you enough time, didn’t I?” Decker countered. 
 
    Craglin snorted. 
 
    “It’s over?” Naara asked. Her exotically beautiful face was lit with wonder and disbelief in equal portions. “Just… like that?” 
 
    Decker lifted his sword and sliced it through Cordova’s heavy-jowled head. It was an exhausted swing, and cut through most of the former Pharm leader’s bottom jaw rather than his neck, but the result was more or less the same. 
 
    Decker booted the fat bastard’s head and sent it skittering across the ice. 
 
    “Just like that,” he concluded, trying to ignore the pain in his big toe. Cordova’s head had been heavier than expected. “That’s the thing with these homicidal plots, they take an age for the pricks who think them up to put them into practice, but only a few frantic minutes to bring crashing down.” 
 
    “You did it, James Decker,” Lorelei’s warm voice said from inside his skull. 
 
    “No,” Decker replied. “No. We did it.” 
 
    Naara tottered over to a burning mechanized aug, snuffed the raging chemical fire that had engulfed it with a wave of her hand, and sat down. Orla walked over and sat down with her and put her arm around her shoulder. 
 
    “I feel… drained,” Saavi said. “Is it always like this, at the ending of such a thing, I mean? At the achievement of a goal like this?” 
 
    Decker couldn’t remember the last time he had, quite literally, saved the universe. 
 
    He looked across at the tall symbiote, with the long black tresses and warm brown eyes. He remembered when they had first met, what felt like several lifetimes before. Here they stood now, under a mended sun, after coming a hair’s breadth from the ultimate disaster, with smoke and fire reaching fingers up into the sky, surrounded by death and ruin, and… 
 
    And things, life, would go on, Decker realized. Even after all this shit. Even after all this carnage and destruction. Even after coming so close to total annihilation. Life will… go on. Humans; they’re nothing if not fucking resilient. 
 
    “There’s no such thing as an ending. Saavi,” he said. “There are just points in a story where you pause for breath.” 
 
    They stood in silence for a little while, each of them absorbed in their own happy and sad thoughts. 
 
    “Yeah,” Craglin grumbled, “well I sure as shit hope that this is one of ‘em—and it better bloody well be a deep breath too.”  
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    A couple of days later, Decker sat alone on a wrecked freight-switcher and stared blankly out at the absolute havoc that had been wrought by Egil and his army of reanimated dead. The sky was pure blue overhead. Distantly, Agali burned with its usual watery silver light. 
 
    His mind was quite calm. Someone looking at the big, battle-scarred bounty hunter might’ve been tempted to say that he was in shock. They might have been tempted to diagnose him with trauma of some kind. 
 
    Decker knew himself too well to even entertain the notion that he was in shock. He had seen too many conflicts and had run-ins with too many rotten bastards to be shocked by anything anymore. He despised and rejected the idea of having a galaxy where everyone was a victim. He liked Dracone because it shared this particular view of his too. 
 
    On many worlds around the Myrmidon System, it was far too easy for some low-life piece of shit, who was inherently inclined to sadism or torture, pathological lying, or petty theft, or whatever other atypical human trait, to say, “I act this way because my mama beat me up when I was a little girl”, or “I’m cruel this way because my husband fed me chems and brain-washed me.” 
 
    But those kinds of excuses didn’t fly on Dracone, and they didn’t fly with Decker. Yes, he was aware that people were indeed formed by the traumas that they faced. It was Decker’s firm belief, however, that those same people had to take charge with what happened next. They had to take their lives back, and wrest the responsibilities back. 
 
    The assorted lawbreakers and wrongdoers of Dracone had certainly taken responsibility for their futures over the last few tumultuous weeks. What was more, Decker was sure that every single person who had been involved in the fighting, had found new limits as to what they thought possible and what they thought themselves capable of facing and surviving. 
 
    I wonder if that’s going to keep the likes of dear Commissioner Briggs and all the other law-makers and peacekeepers up at night? Decker mused, allowing himself a wry smile. It must be slightly worrying, knowing that Dracone’s surviving criminal populace have a new zest for life, and a new notion as to what hardships they’re capable of facing. 
 
    It was a testament to just how fucked up the little ice world had been that Decker was sitting on a freight switcher at all. The unmanned machine was used to move cargo and gear around the port. It ran, humming along, on its vacuum-sealed electromagnetic tracks, and was usually half submerged into the ground. Just how the electro-locomotive had ended up wrenched from its track to lie on its side like a wounded beast was a mystery to Decker. 
 
    Made a pretty comfortable seat though, he had to give it that. 
 
    No, Decker wasn’t in shock. He would have to construct a new gauge to measure trauma from now on. 
 
    Dimly, Decker recognized that he was well and truly exhausted. That was fine though. It was the kind of exhaustion that came at the end of a hard day’s work. That was a far better feeling of tiredness than he had felt during the heat of battle. That tiredness had been the kind that seeped into a man’s bones, poisoning his muscles and turning his blood to cold sludge. 
 
    That had been the fatigue of despair. 
 
    There was no need for that anymore. No need for despair. No need for worry—leastways, not the bowel-loosening is-the-universe-going-to-end variety of worry. 
 
    Decker sighed. 
 
    Yeah, it’s going to be nice going back to everyday worries again. Although, with a fortune apparently owed to him, he wondered what kind of worries those would be. 
 
    Most of his adult life, and much of his childhood, had been spent working under the assumption that work was intended to give a man a reason to live, not to give him a means to live, as it should have been in an ideal galaxy. Now, with his newfound riches, which he still had to collect, that had been flipped on its head. 
 
    Decker sighed again. He was too fucking tired to think of that right now. Work and reasons to live were future problems for the future Decker. He turned his attention back toward the stricken vista in front of him. 
 
    “I hope having played a prominent role in this I’m excused from clearing up,” he said out loud. 
 
    Dracone was a mess. 
 
    The spaceport was now littered with bowl-shaped craters, scorched and ringed, in many cases, with flames that the wind and snow cold could not quench. 
 
    Decker had seen carnage and devastation on a number of levels and in a variety of places. There were different brands of destruction in his book. There were scenes the likes of which were awful in their intimacy, the case in point for that being the mess the Thraxians had made of Yasine’s informant in the bar on Perus. 
 
    The ravages of war that Egil had visited on Dracone were more on a wholesale level. The blood and destruction had been strewn with an open and generous hand. Whereas the color-scheme of the planet might have been said to be formerly of the monochrome variety, it was now red, pink, and khaki. Spilled guts, spilled blood, and chemical fires burning unchecked, all these colors paid testament to the staging of the terrible battle. 
 
    Decker closed his eyes. The air, which would normally have been loud and bustling with the activity of the busy spaceport, was still now. Quiet. 
 
    That was strange, but better than having it filled with the loud and urgent, although admittedly muted through his helmet, sounds it had been loaded with two days prior: a barrage of delayed explosions as different kinds of fuel dumps were ignited by stray fires, cries of anguish and fury as people discovered friends lying dead or dying, and the dull whining of servos from augs going around and trying to salvage what could be saved. 
 
    Decker unsheathed the Balance Blade and turned it in his hand. The subtle ornamentation and indecipherable marks intricately etched into the cross-guard caught the light of the now unmarred sun high above. The long, broad, slightly curved blade almost appeared to glow as Decker moved it in the light. 
 
    Somehow, he got the impression that the blade was well pleased with the role it had played. How this might be possible in an inanimate object was something that Decker could not puzzle out. 
 
    “Still, we beat him. We beat Egil,” he said. He wasn’t sure if he was talking to the sword. He might have been. It had been a strange enough few months that a stick of metal sharper than anything had a right to be talking back to him might not have surprised him overly. 
 
    “We sure fuckin’ did, mate!” came Craglin’s unmistakable voice from behind him. 
 
    Decker didn’t turn. He wouldn’t have wanted the Renkiddion to see the smile that momentarily lit his face. He didn’t want the cheeky little shit getting ideas above his station. Instead, he placed the sword carefully beside him and waited for the squat little pain in the ass to take a seat on the busted freight-switcher. 
 
    “Just admiring your profile in that shiny sword of yours, eh?” Craglin asked. “You vain bugger.” 
 
    Decker looked down at the Renkiddion. The short little fellow gazed up at him from under his wiry ginger eyebrows. For the first time, he noted the gray shot through the ginger. He found himself wondering for the very first time how old the Renkiddion might be. 
 
    Decker gestured at his beaten up body. “Well, it’s not often I look this good, so can you blame me?” 
 
    “Good point,” Craglin said. 
 
    “Are you waiting for me to come down there and give you a boost up?” Decker asked. 
 
    Craglin snorted softly. “I’m all right down here, if it’s all the same to you.” 
 
    Decker said nothing. Just inclined his head. 
 
    “I could get up there under my own steam if I wanted to,” Craglin persisted. 
 
    Decker continued to say nothing. 
 
    “Ah, fuck you very much, mate,” Craglin groused. 
 
    Decker laughed. 
 
    “Shit, laughter?” Craglin said, his thick eyebrows shooting upward. “We must be in the clear if Captain James Decker is fucking crackin’ a smile.” 
 
    Decker’s rough laughter faded to a chuckle. 
 
    “Goddamn, I hope so,” he said. 
 
    They lapsed into silence, both of them staring out at the burning spacecraft and the bodies strewn everywhere. 
 
    Now that Egil’s consciousness or soul had been captured, the people animated by his powers were like all the other dead. There was no differentiating between one of the infected and a fighter who had fallen while trying to defend Dracone. 
 
    “They’re all one in the same now,” Decker found himself saying. “Just dead bodies. Just waste.” 
 
     “Don’t beat yourself up or get all fucking maudlin on me, will you, mate?” Craglin said, leaning against the freight-switcher. “That’s the thing about battles that no one ever lets on about: it’s a rare thing that you ever get to kill anyone you actually want to.” 
 
    “That’s true,” said another familiar voice. “Most of the time you’re just killing guys and girls before they can kill you. It’s like self-defense, only you’re running a little ahead of schedule.” 
 
    Rosa and the six symbiote women were making their way across the shattered ruin of the landing pad that sat next to this section of freight-switcher track. All of them looked suitably dirty and disheveled, having been helping out with the clean up duty. 
 
    “I think I have finally figured out the difference,” Apricis said. 
 
    “The difference between what?” Decker asked as Rosa leapt up and hauled herself onto the freight-switcher and sat next to him. 
 
    “The difference between warriors and killers amongst your species,” Apricis said. 
 
    “What’s that, hon?” Rosa said. 
 
    “A warrior doesn’t kill because doing so is something they wish to do, but because it is something that the situation dictates they must do. They do it because their life’s path has seen to it that they have been made strong enough to do it,” Apricis said. 
 
    “Killing is not easy,” Hera said, her face creased up with the memory of the many zombies she had undoubtedly put down as she shook her head. 
 
    “It shouldn’t be,” Decker said. “I reckon that’s where the difference lies. If something like that becomes easy or enjoyable for you… That’s when you become a killer.” 
 
    Something glittered in the cold, crisp air. Craglin held the cube in which Egil's consciousness was trapped. He was tossing the glittering thing up in the air, the purple-veined metal catching the light of Agali, the sun Egil had almost divided like a cell. 
 
    “Should you be throwing that device around, Mr. Craglin?” Naara asked. Her skeptical tone made it clear that she thought the thing should have been thrown into the next available ocean or buried in the heart of a volcano. 
 
    Craglin caught the cube and shot the ashy-haired symbiote a grin from behind his faceplate. 
 
    “Don’t you worry, darl,” he said in the soothing tone that Decker knew annoyed Rosa to no end. “I’ve reinforced the old girl.” 
 
    “Reinforced it?” Decker asked. “How—?” 
 
    “It’s a nice day, Captain Decker,” Craglin said, carefully gesturing up at the crystalline sky and not at the utter cataclysmic ruination all around them. “Let’s not go ruining it by having me explain something to you that you don’t understand, or really give two hoots about, yeah?” 
 
    Decker opened his mouth to argue, then found he couldn’t be assed. He realized then, that he really did trust Craglin. It was a nice feeling, if only because it was one less thing to have to worry about. 
 
    “Fair enough,” Decker said. 
 
    “Don’t you worry, Egil won't be breaking out of this little sucker any time soon, mate,” Craglin said. 
 
    With that breezy reassurance, Craglin chucked the cube up and over his shoulder. It looped up in a lazy arc, glittering prettily, and Decker caught it. 
 
    He turned it over in his hands. It was a nice looking thing, but just a cube to his eyes. Just another curio in a galaxy filled with curios. 
 
    Though this little knick-knack holds the will of a being hellbent on destroying the entire universe. 
 
    That sent a swooping rush of cold through his stomach. He pocketed the cube, buttoning it securely into an inner pocket of his old aviator’s jacket. 
 
    “I d-d-deem that I might be a bit premature in asking this,” Lux blurted abruptly as she ran her long fingers through her bright blue hair and stared all about her, “but what is it that we shall do next?” 
 
    “That was the question burning at the forefront of my mind too,” Lorelei said, sending the words directly into his head via their telepathic link. 
 
    “We only just finished here!” Decker said. 
 
    Naara and Orla laughed. 
 
    Decker puffed out his cheeks as he considered the question. 
 
    “You know, I have to say I’m not sure,” he said. 
 
    “We still need to get paid,” Craglin said. 
 
    “Well, there is that, yeah,” Decker said. 
 
    “Like, you know, with credits and whatnot,” Craglin said. 
 
    “The captain is aware of the concept of payment, short-ass,” Rosa said. 
 
    “I don’t know exactly what we’re going to do next,” Decker said carefully, “but I don’t think I’d be remiss in telling you all to get ready for another adventure—there always seems to be one more of the damned things in the pipeline, after all.” 
 
    “Even if the next mission just revolves around picking up some buried treasure?” Rosa asked. 
 
    “Yeah, the retrieval of the biggest fortune that anyone has ever seen, which is currently floating about the middle of the Myrmidon System in a giant golden box,” Decker said. “What could possibly go wrong?” 
 
    “That’s the sort of shit pirates live for, ain’t it?” Craglin said. 
 
    Decker shot him a look. 
 
    “Well, while the good old captain here is deciding where we’re all off to next, how about we go and grab a drink, eh?” Craglin said. He reached out a hand to Rosa. To Decker’s surprise, she accepted it and hopped down from where she perched next to Decker. 
 
    That’s what surviving the end of the universe can do to a woman’s mood, I guess, Decker thought. 
 
    “Do you know a place?” Rosa asked, looking down at the little balding ginger man and slapping him on the back. 
 
    “I’ve got a VIP pass to the hottest place in town,” Craglin said, suavity personified. 
 
    “I hear the hottest place in town is still missing a wall, if you’re alluding to the Cateran Supper Club,” Saavi pointed out. 
 
    “That’ll just mean we don’t need ice in our drinks, darl,” Craglin said.   
 
    Laughing and joking and reminiscing about the daring exploits they had gotten up to during the battle—and lying outrageously in Craglin’s case—the crew ambled away, leaving Decker alone. 
 
    “You coming, Cap?” Rosa called back to him. “I know Madame Yasine will have a lot to discuss with you.” 
 
    “Probably about all that pay we’re owed,” Craglin added helpfully. 
 
    “I’ll be a long momentarily,” Decker said. “Make sure you have a couple of drinks poured for me. The first one’s not going to touch the side.” 
 
    “Well, there’s no rush, mate,” Craglin said. “We’re going to be drinking to man’s bone-headed stupidity. We’ll be there a while.” 
 
    Once alone, Decker took a moment to ponder the journey that his meeting of the symbiotes had led him on thus far. He was just thinking that there was time for pondering deep matters and a time for diving into a bottle, when the air shimmered in front of him. 
 
    “Fuck,” Decker said succinctly. 
 
    He dropped down from the top of the busted freight-switcher, where he had been relaxing so happily. He had been weary, but no longer. Every nerve in his body was charged with adrenaline. 
 
    He touched the cube in his pocket, but it was just a hard-edged shape. It was not hot or cool. It wasn’t shaking or humming. It offered him no clues. 
 
    “Fuck,” he said again. He drew the Balance Blade and readied for a fight. 
 
    A portal opened in the air. It could only be a portal. It wasn’t some kind of localized weather. No weather Decker ever heard of caused the air to tear with a sound like silk being sliced through with a laz-blade, or made the fabric of the living world peel apart like a wound made of light. 
 
    “Fuck,” he said again. His mouth had gone very dry. 
 
    A woman stepped through the portal. She was tall, dressed all in black, in an outfit that was something between a robe and a dress, with long sleeves that ran over her wrist and ended at her knuckles. It shimmered in places, hinting at cunningly concealed armor or metal woven into the fabric. Though at first Decker had thought that it ended in a skirt, he saw now that this skirt was actually a pair of billowing pant legs tucked into the woman’s boots. It was at once elegant and practical. Martial and graceful. 
 
    The woman’s skin was almost as wonderful and deep a sable as her attire, a rich ebony and utterly flawless. Her hair was pulled back into a pragmatic warrior’s tail, plaited so intricately that it was almost art. 
 
    Decker, with the Balance Blade in his hand, stood dumbfounded. 
 
    The woman eyed the weapon in Decker’s hand without the slightest hint of fear on her face. Indeed, there was no emotion on her chiseled features. She was utterly calm. Sanguine. It was like had stepped through from some other dimension and found everything exactly as she expected it to be. Her bright yellow eyes betrayed nothing. 
 
    In a voice of honey that exuded utter control for all it was as light as summer rain, she asked, “You are James Decker?” 
 
    She phrased it as a question, but Decker thought that was only out of politeness. She knew who he was. He got the uncomfortable impression she knew who he was better than he did. 
 
    “Maybe,” he said, because a bounty hunter learns caution at his captain’s knee or he doesn’t stay a live bounty hunter for long. 
 
    “You are James Decker,” the woman said. 
 
    Decker said nothing. The woman smiled and nodded. The smile was so pure, it was like being struck in the chest with a lip-shaped brand. 
 
    “You are James Decker,” she said. 
 
    Decker still held his tongue, though he was unsure whether that was a conscious decision on his part. It felt more like the woman was plucking the thoughts and information from his head, or knew the kinds of answers a man like him might make. 
 
    The woman’s smile faded a little, and Decker felt the pressure that had thumped into his chest slacken. 
 
    “I need you to come with me, James,” she said. 
 
    “Decker,” Decker croaked. “Call me Decker.” 
 
    “I need you to come with me, Decker.” 
 
    “Where to?” Decker asked. 
 
    The woman’s yellow eyes pulled at him. 
 
    “To another place,” she said. 
 
    “Who are you?” Decker asked. 
 
    The woman cocked her gorgeous and angular head to one side. 
 
    “I am one of the Aeturnus,” she said simply. 
 
    “And who—?” 
 
    “We are those sentients who have been gifted with the ability of reincarnation, James Decker,” the woman said. “More specifically, we are those members of the reincarnated who are aware of our gift, as so many others—such as you—are not.” 
 
    There was a silence that landed as soft as snow all around them. Then the black-clad woman held out her hand. 
 
    “Now, will you come with me?” she asked. 
 
    Decker looked over his shoulder, toward where his friends had disappeared. 
 
    Then, he slowly sheathed his sword, stepped forward, and took the woman’s cool hand in his. 
 
    “Lead the way,” he said. 
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